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The Houses of Under 


House of Flames 

Ruled by King Edu. They are marked in red. They are the conquering force. They 
are warriors, fighters, and believe in the right of might above all else. In Edu’s 
absence, Elder Oanr rules. King Edu reigns as the story begins. 


House of Shadows 

Ruled by King Aon. They are marked in black. Their oversight is learning to 
wield the marks bestowed on them by the Ancients and tapping into their power to 
wield magic. In Aon’s absence, Elder Navaa rules. As the story begins, Aon is asleep 
in his crypt. 


House of Fate 

Ruled by Queen Ini, who slumbers in her crypt. They are marked in blue. They 
are given visions by the Ancients and do what they can to guide the direction of 
Under to match their will. In Ini’s absence, Elder Ziza rules. Ziza is also the Oracle of 
the Ancients, responsible for conveying visions and relaying their will. 


House of Words 

Ruled by Queen Vjo, who slumbers in her crypt. They are marked in purple. They 
are scientists and historians. They study all that can be known of Under that does 
not pertain to the marks on their skin, as that is the purview of the House of 
Shadows. In Vjo’s absence, Elder Maverick rules. 


House of Blood 

Ruled by King Rxa, who slumbers in his crypt. They are marked in white. They 
are the vampiric caretakers of the Ancients where they slumber in their prison. They 
both worship them and yet are their wardens. In Rxa’s absence, Elder Otoi rules. 
Lyon, the Priest, was once elder of this house but sacrificed his title to wed Kamira, 
as those of equal station cannot otherwise do so. 


House of Moons 

Ruled by King Dtu, who slumbers in his crypt. They are marked in green. They 
are shapeshifters and creatures dedicated to the wild. In Dtu’s absence, Elder Kamira 
rules. 


Major Players 

Lydia, a human. Twenty-eight years old. Worked as an autopsy forensic 
technician until her world was upended with the arrival of a tattoo she never 
intended to have. Went to school and currently lives in Boston. 

Nick, Lydia’s best friend. Thirty years old. Went to medical school with Lydia but 
became a security guard at the same lab where Lydia works. 

Evie, full name Evelyn. Belongs to the House of Words. Wound up in Eduw’s jail 
for attempting to kill someone in her own house. Was taken from Montana in 1922. 
Wanted to be a movie star. 

Lyon. The Priest. Former elder of the House of Blood who gave up his title to 
marry Kamira. Born in 232 CE, in the region now known as France. Became a 
Roman legionnaire before being taken to Under after losing his wife and son in the 
Crisis of the Third Century. 


The Ancients 

The original creatures that embody Under. It is those seven gods from whom all 
the rest of the world originates. They are imprisoned inside the lake of blood 
beneath the Cathedral of the Ancients. If they were to die, Under would cease to be. 
There is one for each house of Under. 


Elders and Regents 

Kamira. Elder of the House of Moons. Born in 22 BCE in southwestern Spain 
(Tartessos). Married to Lyon. 

Maverick. Elder of the House of Words. Born in 1832, England. Known as the 
doctor. Married to Aria, who also lives within the House of Words. 

Ziza, Elder of the House of Fate. Born in Italy, 417. Also serves as Oracle to the 
Ancients and relays visions granted to her. 

Navaa, Elder of the House of Shadows. Born in Bunyoro (Modern day Uganda), 
1377. 

Otoi, Elder of the House of Blood. Born in Bucharest, 1721. 

Oanr, Elder of the House of Flames. Born in Iceland, 544. 


Chapter One 


“Hello, my dear.” 

Aon. 

“How wonderful to finally meet you, Lydia.” 

Aon looked like a nightmare come to life. His suit made him look 
all at once as though he didn’t belong against the twisted and warped 
woods and yet like there was nowhere he should rather be. 

Lydia tried not to cry. Tried not to scream or turn and run the other 
direction. She wanted to do all those things. Her bleeding knee felt 
like it was on fire, and the rest of her wasn’t in much better condition. 
Running would be pointless. 

Aon stood before her, twenty feet away, the moonlight reflecting 
off his featureless black metal mask. He had not moved and seemed 
content to let her decide what she wanted to do. 

Lydia could try to turn and run. She could cry or scream. She could 
fall to her knees and beg. None of them felt right, so everything locked 
up. There was nothing she could do to stop whatever Aon wanted to 
do to her. She had nothing. No hope, no power, no knowledge she 
could bargain with. There was one thing she could cling to in 
desperation. 

Defiance was all she had left. 

So Lydia raised her head, straightened her shoulders, and did her 
best to look brave. Not because she felt brave, but because there 
wasn’t anything else left to do. 

Aon chuckled, a sound that carried easily in the silence of the 
forest. He began to walk toward her, and although she wavered, she 
didn’t back away. He closed the distance in slow, long, easy strides, 
seemingly in no hurry. One of his hands moved to tuck across his 
lower back, adding to his dramatism as he approached. He was giving 
her the chance to balk and run from him. He was seeing her bet and 
raising it, pointedly challenging her resolve. 

Good god, he was terrifying. Far more so now that he was real and 


not a ghost in Lydia’s dreams. Lydia knew her imagination was 
probably falling short of what that man was likely about to do to her. 

When Aon finally got within arm’s reach, he extended his 
gauntleted hand to touch her face, the sharp claws glinting in the 
moonlight. Lydia flinched away from his touch, but by some miracle, 
she managed to stand her ground. Aon let out a small hmm in his 
throat. He curled his fingers in toward his palm and brushed the backs 
of the metal fingers down her cheek. 

In the absence of adrenaline, she was shaking in the cold truth of 
her failure and the chill night air. The touch of metal on her cheek 
didn’t help matters. Aon was pushing her, calling her bluff once more. 

Lydia ran through her options again. Sink to her knees and cry. 
Turn and run. Plead for mercy. Bargain with him for her freedom. Try 
to fight him. Faint was now solidly high up on that list. 

Each one, Lydia scratched off in order again. Not her style, 
wouldn’t make it ten feet, pointless, pointless, hilariously pointless, 
and maybe, in that order. With no other option but accepting her fate, 
she resigned herself to whatever Aon was going to do and let him run 
his metal-clad fingers down her cheek without any further fuss from 
her. 

“Tell me, what was it I have just witnessed play out upon these 
lovely features of yours?” Aon said, his voice low and soft but no less 
dangerous than before. When Lydia sought him with a questioning, 
confused glance, he tilted his head back. When he spoke again, his 
voice was a rumble that made her stomach twist. “Indulge me...” 

Lydia stammered twice before getting a word out edgewise, but 
Aon seemed content to wait. She stopped, took a breath, and tried 
again. “Crying won’t help. Begging won’t work. I can’t run, and 
struggling will do more harm than good. I...I’ve lost. The only thing 
left to do is die with pride,” she admitted, and only fear kept her from 
just shutting her eyes and accepting her fate. 

“Mmh, beautiful.” Aon stepped in closer, and Lydia went rigid. The 
talons of his gauntleted hand stroked through her hair slowly, 
brushing her blonde waves away from her face and tucking the 
strands behind her ear. She pulled in a breath and held it. Even if he 
wasn’t hurting her now, she had already seen firsthand how abrupt his 
moods could be. “Then you are no fool, my clever child, to see the 
truth so easily. Good. That will make this far more interesting.” 

“If you're going to kill me, please do it already,” Lydia said quietly, 
her voice shaking. That was all she could ask of him. Just please, don’t 
let it linger. 

Metal fingers curled under her chin and broke her gaze from where 
she had fixated on his black-on-black striped tie. “Oh, my dear. Kill 
you? Why ever would I do that?” He sounded legitimately surprised. 


Was he kidding? “I mean, last time...you...” 

“Ah. Yes.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his 
masked face turning away for a moment as if in thought. “I think 
perhaps I have given you the wrong impression. What I did was 
merely to teach you a lesson. Hopefully, I will not have cause to 
demonstrate another.” 

Aon turned his face back toward her as he pressed the point of the 
thumb of his clawed hand against the line of her lower lip. He stepped 
in closer, just a few inches away. “No, beautiful darling, you are the 
first unusual thing to happen in this forsaken world in a long, long 
time. I have no desire to kill you. Far from it.” 

Lydia’s world suddenly felt unsteady. The ground tipped and 
swerved. Her hands grasped Aon’s arms in a desperate attempt to hold 
herself upright. He let out a curious hmm at her movement and then 
realizing she was about to fall, wrapped his arm around her waist, 
pressing her to him. “Well, now, all you had to do was ask,” he teased. 

“T...uh. I don’t feel so good.” Lydia’s world was spinning. She must 
have hit her head when she fell from the horse, and her fear and 
adrenaline had only lasted so long. Fainting was now solidly at the top 
of her options. 

“My poor little thing,” he murmured. “It is quite all right. You are 
injured. Do not fight it. I will take care of you.” 

“Edu’s going to kill me,” she mumbled, barely able to get the words 
out. Her head was reeling, and she felt the soft fabric of his suit 
against her as he pulled her closer. 

“Oh?” The smell of books was there again, like an old library. 

“To keep me away,” the world spun dangerously, “from you, 
Edu...” Lydia couldn’t hold on to consciousness anymore. Her grip on 
it was slipping, just as her hands were falling from clinging onto his 
coat to stay standing. 

His metal-clad face was close to her ear, and she heard his words— 
quiet, dangerous, and a threat even as it was meant to be comforting. 
“He will not harm you. With me, you will be safe. I promise.” 


Edu’s drake landed with a hard thud on the dirt road. The bolt of 
lightning had been not a terribly subtle way to announce where he 
might find the girl. He arrived in time to watch her head roll to the 
side as she collapsed against a figure in black that he knew quite well. 

Aon leaned down and scooped up her legs with one arm and held 
her behind the shoulders in the other, carrying her like he might a 
bride. The thought that the man would seek to instantly claim such 
possession of his prisoner was beyond infuriating. Instantly, Edu 


wished nothing more than to pound Aon’s face into the packed 
ground. 

“Ah. Hello, Edu. I was wondering when you might arrive,” Aon said 
idly, as if what had transpired was no matter at all. “Wonderful 
evening, don’t you think?” He was clearly goading Edu, taunting him 
by belittling what was happening. 

Edu dismounted his drake and stormed toward the other man, his 
fists clenched. 

“Oh, pull the reins, you great buffoon. You are king no longer. I see 
you have forgotten!” Aon’s voice raised from casual and idle 
annoyance to sharp anger with no warning. 

Edu shook his head, pointed at the girl, then crooked his finger 
back at himself. 

“Give her to you? Are you mad? You would murder this poor thing 
to spite me, no less. When have you become so callous? The years 
have been cold to you. Weren’t you always the sympathetic, forgiving 
one? To cradle a butterfly in your hands, for fear it might die without 
your care? She must terrify you greatly to end her life without due 
cause.” Aon shook his head and tsked. “For shame.” 

Edu growled angrily, but the warlock paid him no heed. 

Aon cast a glance down at the girl whose head was tucked into his 
chest, resting against the black fabric of his suit. Blonde hair trailed 
around her face in stark contrast to the tones of the man’s clothing. “I 
must see to it that Lydia is attended. She is injured, and as she has 
been cast away from the ancients,” Aon said, obviously enjoying 
digging the seriousness of her rejection from the pool into Edu like a 
knife to the ribs, “she is fragile.” 

With that, the warlock disappeared. Merely blinked out of existence 
as if he had never been there at all. He took Lydia with him without 
even a swirl of power or a crack of thunder left in his wake. 

Edu let out a wordless howl of anger and slammed his fist deep into 
a tree next to him in his impotent rage, splintering the bark. In the 
hollow emptiness left behind by his temper, he lowered his head and 
admitted his folly to himself in the silence of the woods. He should 
have killed the girl when he had his chance. 

Now, it may be too late for them all. 


Chapter Two 


Someone’s hand pressed a cold cloth against her forehead. It felt 
fantastic. It was the only thing about her that felt good at all. Every 
other part of her seemed to be overcome in a dull ache. Not enough to 
call it pain, but enough to be incredibly uncomfortable. 

When she managed to open her eyes, she looked up into a 
begrudgingly familiar face. Maverick, with his purple mask. “We have 
to stop meeting like this,” she muttered at him. 

Maverick merely smirked faintly in response and shook his head, 
removing the cloth from her. “I fear if you attempt more flights of 
fancy like you did last night, we will meet like this quite frequently.” 

His tone of voice was a scolding parent telling her she really 
shouldn’t have climbed that tree, and it was her own damn fault for 
falling out. Falling out of a tree would have felt better than what had 
happened to her—crashing off a rearing horse and all. It seemed 
Maverick would never miss a chance to lecture her. 

“T don’t think I’m trying that one again.” She grunted in soreness as 
she shifted to sit up. “Can’t promise I won’t try something equally 
stupid, though.” 

Maverick chuckled. “I admit, I am disappointed you did not Fall 
into my own house,” he said as he worked at cleaning a scratch on her 
upper arm. “I think we would ‘get along,’ as you more modern 
children like to say.” 

Everything ached yet was suspiciously dull and kind of numb. 
Drugs, Lydia figured. “I think I owe you a big thank you. Both for this 
time and last time.” 

“Send me a card.” 

Lydia had to laugh. His deadpan delivery made it even better. In 
the world of what she had suffered recently, she honestly would still 
pick being thrown from the horse if she had to do one over again. She 
felt funny, with the painkillers running through her, but at least she 
didn’t feel like she had been through a literal wringer like she had 


after the incident at the Ceremony of the Fall. “Am I gonna live, doc?” 

“You have a mild concussion and some scrapes and bruises. You 
fainted due to exertion and stress, I believe. Otherwise, yes, clearly 
your prognosis is optimistic.” 

Lydia snickered again. 

“T was not joking this time.” 

“I know, but you’re still funny.” 

“You must inform my wife of such news. She will be ecstatic.” 

That time, Lydia settled for a grin. Finally, she took a moment to 
take stock of where she was. It wasn’t a cot or a jail cell. This was 
comfortable and cushy. She was lying in a large, expensive-looking 
bed. Black fabric was draped up over the posts at all four ends. The 
wood was carved to look like twisting vines that wound around each 
other with no pattern or reason. Whatever kind of wood they were 
made from seemed pure white in contrast with the deep black 
patterned arcs of fabric. “Where are we?” 

“Aon’s estate,” Maverick answered reluctantly. “You are in his care 
now.” His expression went quickly from passive to dark. His visible 
yellow eye narrowed. “I counsel you to be careful.” 

“Why?” 

“You believe the Priest is ancient in his nigh two thousand years? 
He is nothing in comparison to Edu and Aon. Those creatures cannot 
even recall how old they are. Consider what that duration of life does 
to the psyche. One man survives his age with indulgence, the other 
with madness. I needn’t tell you which is worse.” 

Maverick stood slowly from her bedside and moved to walk out of 
the room. His hand settled on the doorknob. “Mind your words 
around Aon, I beg you.” He opened the door and left her with his 
parting words. “Or the next time, I may not be able to find the means 
to heal you.” 

The door clicked behind him, and Lydia was left with her thoughts. 
She decided to get up since lying there wasn’t going to do her any 
good. The comforter was a stark black with gold damask patterns, and 
the sheets underneath were, predictably, black. 

Aon could stick with a motif, she’d give him that. 

Letting out a breath, she stood. Instantly, she tilted, caught her 
balance on the nightstand, and tried a second time, more successfully. 
“Damn, Maverick, that’s some good shit,” she muttered to nobody. 

The room was large, and there was another door out into what 
looked like a bathroom, from her quick glance. A large mirror sat in a 
strange and ornate frame up against one wall. It was like Art Nouveau 
had done some acid and hung out with H.R. Giger. It was twisted and 
warped, asymmetrical, morbid and strange. On one side of the mirror 
was the image of a face, caught in a silent scream and overgrown in 


the vines as if it had been overtaken by the roots of a tree. 

She approached the mirror to take stock of herself. Bruises, scrapes, 
a bandage on her knee. But shockingly, nothing terrible. 

Maverick’s warning rang in her head. Edu was violent. Aon was 
insane. Aon’s decor spoke to that. The more she looked around, the 
more figures and strange displays of death and violence she found 
hidden in the art or the wallpaper. Nothing she could do about his 
taste. Focus. One thing at a time. Maybe the bathroom had a shower. 

God, a shower sounded amazing. 

She went to investigate. There was a large copper bathtub, looking 
like something from the days when servants were forced to carry 
water up by hand. Judging by the pipes and knobs, this one had been 
updated for modern use. It would do. 

She sat on the edge of the tub and twisted the knobs. Water poured 
out, and she smiled, honestly loving the idea of soaking in some hot 
water and cleaning herself off. Lydia went about stripping off the torn 
and tattered gray dress. She undid the bandage on her knee carefully 
and set it aside to reuse after she was done. Turning off the water, she 
climbed in. 

Oh, it felt like heaven. 

She went about cleaning herself, finding soap and a cloth and even 
something she could hope acted as shampoo. The simple, familiar 
action was more comforting to her than anything else had managed to 
be so far. 

She was worried about Nick. She even worried about Kaori and 
Gary, even if she had only briefly met them. Most of all, she found 
herself fretting about Evie. The first three were alive, at least. The last 
one...who knew? Edu might have killed her the moment he had found 
her, by cutting her soulmark from her face and murdering her for 
keeps. 

Nothing she could do about that right now. She’d ask Aon later. 
Maybe he wasn’t so bad. Maybe everybody’s warnings were just 
because they were jealous. She tried to hold onto the hope that she 
hadn’t fallen from the grasp of one tyrant into another in a weird, 
parallel world filled with monsters and creatures who seemed hell- 
bent on killing her. 

The ridiculousness of the situation made her laugh. Her laughing 
made her cry, and she let herself sob it out for a moment, as the steam 
from the water poured up over her face. Lydia just let it all go. Let 
everything she had been holding in rush out. When she was done, she 
honestly felt better. It was amazing how cathartic that could be when 
all was said and done. 

Lydia ducked her head under the water to rinse it off, and when she 
came up, she felt a presence at her side, looming inches away from 


her. A dark shadow was blotting out the light. 

“Making ourselves at home?” 

Her eyes flew open, and she thrashed, swinging at the shadow next 
to her and scrambling away from it all at once. But no one was there. 
She had merely managed to splash water all over the wall and the 
floor. 

Frozen solid, she felt her heart pounding in her ears. There was 
nobody in the room. But she had felt someone and had heard Aon’s 
voice in her ear. She knew it. There was no making that up. 

“Pervert!” she shouted, not even sure if he could hear her. Not even 
sure if she cared. But there was a shelter in her anger, and she took it. 

Remember, they think about things differently here. 

Either way, the comfort of the hot water was gone. She stood and 
wrapped a towel around herself and dropped another one on the floor 
to mop up what she had spilled, more out of the desire to not step in 
the puddle than really giving a crap what happened to the man’s 
home. 

Exiting the bathroom, she pulled up short a few steps into the 
bedroom. There, on the bed, clothing was laid out, arranged carefully 
on the black comforter. So someone had snuck in. Lydia narrowed her 
eyes and growled. 

Aon hadn’t touched her or hurt her except in her dreams. He hadn’t 
threatened her life like Edu. Lydia tried to take that for what it was 
worth. Creeping on her and scaring her was the least of her concerns. 
Stepping up to the bed, she looked down at his clothing selection for 
her. 

Part of her expected leather straps and a collar and little else. 
Honestly, she really wouldn't have been surprised. Instead, she found 
a long black skirt, underwear, a corset, and a dark gray and black 
striped blouse with short sleeves and a simple set of buttons down the 
front. Socks and a pair of boots sat on the floor next to the bed. 

It could be worse. Besides, Aon might not have anything else to 
give her. A clean set of clothes was a favor. 

With a wavering breath, she glanced nervously around the room for 
any sign of someone looming in the shadows. It appeared she was 
alone, although all bets were currently off on that being true. 
Dropping the towel onto the bed, she went about changing. Aon had 
seen fit to give her modern underwear and not some massive flouncy 
pair of underpants. For his benefit or hers, she’d rather not know. 

It took her far longer than she’d care to admit to figure out how the 
hell to put on a corset. It had clasps on the front, laces on the back. 
Okay, great. Easier said than done. She must have fiddled with it for 
fifteen minutes before she figured out how to hook her thumbs into 
the loops where the laces doubled back on themselves and tighten it 


row by row that way. 

Somewhere, a dead Victorian woman was shaking her head in 
shame. Tightening it up enough for it to stay on, but not so tight it 
was uncomfortable, she decided it was the best she was going to be 
able to do on her own. She pulled on her skirt and bent over to get her 
socks and grunted as she did. 

All right. Respect paid to those dead Victorians who had to wear 
this shit all the time. Bending over in a corset sucked. Finally, she 
managed to put on the socks and the boots and made a mental note to 
put the shoes on first next time. 

Standing, she slung the blouse over the corset and buttoned it. She 
was sure she was still half-dressed by traditional standards. 

When she was done, she went to stand in front of the mirror to give 
herself a once-over. It looked like she was going to go to a Tim Burton 
themed costume ball, but it wasn’t bad. The corset made her waist 
look small. Breathing wasn’t an issue, as she hadn’t cranked it tight 
like she was sure she was supposed to. 

She ran her hands through her damp hair. Well...now what? She 
could either sit and wait or she could see if the door was locked. 
Running hadn’t done her any good last time. To be truthful, she wasn’t 
up to trying it again right now, being half-drugged and semi- 
concussed, after all. But nobody had expressly told her to stay put. 

Curiosity got the better of her, and she figured if the order was to 
stay in this room, the door would be locked. She walked to the door 
and hovered her hand over the knob. Debated turning it. Debated 
stepping out into that world and into Aon’s estate. 

Lydia shrieked as the door opened. 

The person on the other side seemed just as startled, let out a 
matching shriek, and leaped backward. 

A man dressed in all black with short hair and no mask was looking 
at her, wide-eyed with a hand pressed to his chest. Black writing was 
etched onto his chin underneath his lower lip, looking almost like a 
soul patch goatee. That was funny—a soulmark soul patch. 

“Shit!” the man swore and lowered his hand from his chest. “You 
scared me!” 

“T scared you?” Lydia pointed out the irony. 

“I wasn’t expecting you to be standing there,” he argued 
pointlessly. Clearly realizing how silly it was to be fighting with Lydia, 
the trapped mortal, he tugged on his shirt to straighten it and tried to 
regain his dignity. “Master Aon requests your presence.” 

Lydia sighed. Where the hell else was she going to go? What was 
she going to do, sit in the room and pout? At least she had a clean pair 
of clothes and had a nice hot bath. She felt more like herself than she 
had in a long time. Funny what a simple thing like hot water could do 


for you. Besides, avoiding this was pointless. Aon could come to her 
easily enough. This had to happen. “All right.” 

“Oh, thank the Ancients.” The man let out a breath in relief. “This 
way,” he said and began leading her down the hallway. She followed 
him and tried not to gape at the building around her. Louis XIV would 
blush. The ceilings were enormously high, arching up into the 
darkness. Black and patterned wallpaper was heavily accented by 
silver, gold, and painted wood carvings. 

Mirrors were placed opposite each other, so as she passed, she saw 
the illusion of herself reflected a hundred times, each smaller and 
farther away. It was eerie. It was spooky. It made her feel like she was 
in a dream or like reality was just slightly out of phase. 

She suspected that was very much the point. 

Seeing the look on her face, the man in front of her smiled. “You 
get used to it.” 

“Yeah, sure.” 

That made him chuckle, and he shrugged. “I’ve only been here 
twenty-two years. I came in the last alignment before this one. It’s not 
so bad.” He stuck his hand out to her. “Name’s Fabian.” 

It was nice to meet someone who didn’t seem entirely displaced 
from the modern world. Lydia put her hand in his and smiled back. 
“Lydia.” 

“I know.” Fabian grinned. “I’ve heard all the whispering between 
the staff. Can’t help myself.” 

Lydia sighed, not enjoying the idea of being the butt of gossip. But 
there wasn’t anything she could do about it, and she honestly didn’t 
really blame them. She was news. 

They hadn’t gone far before they approached a large white door 
with mirrored inlay. Fabian went for the handle, then froze. There was 
shouting from the other side. Someone was hollering at someone else, 
and that person sounded hideously angry. 

A quieter female voice was trying to intercede, but it was pointless. 
There was the crash of shattering glass. Lydia and Fabian both jumped 
back at the sound. 

There was a pause from the other side. “And just bring Lydia in 
already, Fabian!” 

Fabian reached out and grabbed the knob, looked to her, and 
muttered, “I’m so sorry,” and opened the door. He stood aside to let 
her pass and apparently had no intention of following her in. His job 
was over. 

Lydia felt like she was walking into her own execution. 

She had no idea how right she was until she saw Edu standing in 
the center of the room. Her steps hitched, and she froze. Edu had 
turned to watch her as she entered, and whatever the hulking mass 


was thinking, she couldn’t tell from his body language. Standing at his 
side was the woman in the red dress. 

“He will not hurt you,” came a terse voice from one far wall. “He is 
in my home now, after all.” 

Finally breaking her wide-eyed look of horror from Edu, she traced 
the source of the voice. It was only then that she realized she was 
standing in a massive library. It was two stories tall, the upper 
mezzanine being a thin walkway whose only purpose was to access 
more of the bookshelves that covered all the walls, floor to ceiling. It 
even had rolling ladders to climb up to the higher, harder to reach 
sections. It looked like a Baroque painting if you had melted it a little 
at the edges. 

Old Edison bulbs, with their large filaments, cast amber glows 
against the woodwork from twisted, vine-like sconces on the walls. 
The ceiling was muraled, but with what, she couldn’t tell. Her focus 
was demanded elsewhere. 

A massive fireplace took up the far wall. The fire was casting 
flickering shadows across the floor. The light glinted off a wood table 
that dominated the center of the room, easily twenty feet long and 
eight feet wide. It was covered in books and papers and collections of 
instruments she couldn’t name. 

Standing by the firelight was a silhouette, cut sharply against the 
fire at his back. Aon. He lifted his hand and beckoned her closer. 
Lydia paused, scared, not wanting to obey him, and not wanting to 
send him into a fit. 

Aon seemed more patient than Edu, at least. He held his gloved 
hand out, palm up, fingers outstretched. “Come, my dear. Please.” 
Aon’s voice was surprisingly consoling. It was an attempt at manners 
with her, to take into consideration her confusion and her fear. She 
had to give credit where credit was due. 

One foot in front of the other, she made her way around the table 
to stand ten feet away from Aon. Her hands were fidgeting in her 
dress, since she had no pockets to shove them into, which was her 
usual proxy for hiding. 

“Did you enjoy your bath?” Aon asked, his voice both pleasant and 
mischievous. 

Oh, you dick. Lydia narrowed her eyes at him. Aon had just 
admitted it was him in the bathroom with her. “I did, thanks,” Lydia 
grumbled, not giving him anything more than that. 

“Good. I am glad. Thank you for attending me without complaint. It 
is impressive what a little simple hospitality can do. Isn’t it, Edu?” 
Aon said, pointedly turning back toward the giant warrior. 

Edu growled low in his throat, his hands tightening into fists. 

Aon ignored the man’s obvious anger and turned back to address 


her. “Our mutual friend has given me some disturbing news. Edu 
refuses to return to his century of slumber, as was the agreement to 
which we both swore an oath so long ago. What do you think of this?” 

“You’re asking me?” Lydia laughed once, astonished and confused. 
“T don’t even get what’s happening here.” 

“Then allow me to explain.” Aon seemed excited to have the chance 
to expound on a subject. He did love the sound of his voice. “I will 
keep this brief, so excuse me for omitting details I will supply to you 
in short order when we are alone.” 

Lydia wondered if Aon could keep anything brief. 

The warlock began his explanation with a wide gesture of his 
clawed hand. “Long ago, there was a great and bloody war. Edu and I 
destroyed much of this world in our bids for dominance. When all was 
said and done, we had all paid a terrible price. It was decided that 
neither of us could remain in this world at the same time as the other 
if we were not to risk falling into the turmoil once more. We arranged 
that we would trade places. He would reign as king of Under, and 
then I, in exchange, for a century each.” 

Aon paused. Lydia nodded, signaling that she was following along. 
As he had said, she found herself wondering after the details. What 
had the war been over? What was the price they all had paid? How 
badly did you have to hate a guy to not be able to live in the same 
world together without starting a war? But Aon said to skip those for 
now, so she stayed silent. 

“Edu has now decided that he will break this treaty. He will not 
return to his crypt. He intends to stay awake, to challenge me!” Aon 
slammed his fist into the back of a nearby chair, and the sudden 
action made Lydia jump. “What say you to this?” Aon asked, his voice 
calm once more. The man’s tone changed like quicksilver. 

“Are you seriously asking my opinion?” 

“Clearly, yes.” 

Lydia took a moment to think it over before responding. “I guess Pd 
ask why.” 

“Ah! Yes. Tell her why, Ylena!” Aon exclaimed and threw his hands 
up in frustration. 

So that was her name. Ylena, the woman in red who seemed to 
speak for the mute King Edu, answered. “Master Edu wishes to remain 
awake until the mystery of your expulsion from the Pool of the 
Ancients is explained or until he is allowed to take your life to prevent 
Aon from misusing your secrets.” 

“T don’t have any secrets, and I’m not going to just walk over there 
and let you snap my neck,” Lydia shot back. 

“It is not your decision to make,” Ylena responded. “If you are a 
tool of some unknown power, it will spell our ruin to have you at 


Aon’s disposal,” Ylena explained calmly, detached from her words. 
They weren’t really hers, it seemed. “Better you die now than be 
wielded later for his gain. It is best if you accept your fate before the 
true King of Under.” 

Lydia snorted. “No. Fuck, no.” 

“You admit you serve the warlock, then?” Ylena asked. 

“First of all,” Lydia started angrily, “I’m not a goddamn tool. I’m at 
nobody’s disposal. Second, fuck you, buddy.” She stepped toward the 
massive man reflexively. She didn’t care about being afraid anymore. 
“Your idiot puddle-gods decided to do this, not me. I don’t have some 
secret superpower. I don’t know jack shit about what’s going on. But 
you know what? I don’t serve either of you, whether you’re kings or 
not. As far as Pm concerned, you’re both assholes, and I just want to 
go home!” 

Her rant deflated. Lydia looked up at the ceiling and shut her eyes 
and let out a long breath. Now she was going to die. Or lose a kidney, 
at least. 

The sound of muffled clapping startled her, and she looked over to 
the warlock in the black mask. Sure enough, he was the source of the 
noise, gauntlet on leather glove. It didn’t seem sarcastic. Aon 
seemed...pleased. 

“I concur with her statements, Edu,” Aon said and leaned on the 
back of the chair he had been standing beside. “She is but a mortal. 
No power dwells within her but clarity of observation granted by her 
lack of corruption. It is that trait that interests me. It is that power 
alone that I wish to wield. Her candor is refreshing, in a world where 
all others offer either fear or platitudes. I seek to give her shelter as 
my guest, as the gate to Earth has now closed.” 

There went that idea. It felt like a door had slammed shut on her 
last hope of escape, and Lydia winced. 

Aon ran the tips of his clawed gauntlet over the twisted wooden 
vines of the frame of the chair. “Perhaps in the years to come, she will 
find a place here in this world. Perhaps she will come to think of it as 
home. Or, when Earth and Under realign, she may pass back into that 
world unhindered. Had I been awake when all this transpired,” he 
paused and lifted his head up to look at Edu, his voice growing low, 
sharp, and dangerous, “I would have brought her back to Earth 
immediately.” 

Edu shifted, finally moving, and took two steps toward Aon, his 
fists clenched. “He warns you not to speak such blatant lies,” Ylena 
said. 

Aon laughed, a cackle that would have made any movie villain 
proud. “It is no longer your responsibility to judge me for my worth, 
Edu. You are the trespasser here. Tell me, what will you give me in 


exchange for your continued awakened state, without pitching our 
world back into war?” 

Edu’s angry advance was cut short. He froze, although his shoulders 
were still hunched up toward his ears. Ylena’s voice was still as calm 
as it ever was. “He asks you to speak plainly, warlock.” 

“Shall I use smaller words, then?” Aon taunted. Edu merely 
growled angrily again. “Very well. You are in the wrong, my old 
friend. The elders will judge you as such. They will be forced to stand 
with me in a war against you, one you will surely lose. I remind you, I 
could wipe you from the face of this world without ever missing a 
moment’s rest. What will you give me in exchange to allow you this 
incursion without consequence?” 

Edu sighed heavily. “He will no longer actively seek the girl’s 
demise. He will allow her to remain here, in your...care.” It was clear 
Ylena was carefully censoring whatever was coming out of Edu’s 
mind. “If he can remain watchful.” 

“Very well. We may say to the Elders that we wish to work together 
to solve this mystery. Let there be peace in our time!” He slapped his 
hand on the back of the chair again, comically accentuating his 
incredibly sarcastic statement before biting out his next words in an 
angry hiss. “Now get out of my house.” 

Edu glanced to her, the look lingering. Whatever he was trying to 
say or communicate was lost on her. He turned and exited the room, 
Ylena close behind. The door swung shut, and with the click, Aon 
turned his head to look at Lydia. He moved to close the distance 
between them. 

Lydia raised her hands as if to protect herself. “I’m sorry, Pm 
sorry!” Fear spiked her heartrate once more. Aon had been included in 
her angry rant as well. The last time she had mouthed off at Aon, it 
had not gone her way. 

Aon chuckled low in his throat, and he caught her quickly, hands at 
her elbows, pulling her in toward him. She squeaked and froze in 
terror. “Be still, my sweet.” He raised his clawed hand in front of her 
face and tapped the end of his sharp pointer finger on her chin. “And 
you are lying. You are not sorry. You spoke those words in a moment 
of honesty.” 

Lydia stammered and broke off as Aon moved his finger to place it 
across her lips, shushing her. 

“I am not angry. Your dubious choice of garish words was pointed 
betwixt us both. Your anger was rightful and served my needs quite 
nicely. I very much enjoyed watching you dress Edu down, even if 
perhaps I was included in your wrath.” 

Lydia was trembling again. She couldn’t help it, not with him so 
close to her. Oh, Christ. 


“You are mortal. I will not harm you in the waking world, my dear. 
It would be far more permanent than what I would spin for you in a 
nightmare. Ergo, it would be far less entertaining. I meant my words 
when I vowed to you that you are safe here.” Aon let his clawed finger 
trail slowly away from her lips, tracing up her jawline. 

“And to address your earlier issuance?” Aon leaned toward her 
slightly, his voice lowering. The sound of it made her stomach drop 
like it was off the edge of a cliff. “That I am a pervert? This, I cannot 
deny. But if you think the depth of my depraved mind is limited to 
watching you bathe...you are sincerely mistaken.” 

Insinuation dripped from his words like wax. Lydia pushed back 
away from him and felt her face go warm in a blush. Aon seemed 
unoffended and merely shrugged as if to say, “suit yourself.” 

He turned from her, pulled out a chair at the large table, and sat 
down in it in front of a stack of papers and notes. “Forgive me if the 
choice of clothes does not suit you. The servants scavenged what they 
could find. Fabian can fetch you anything you like from the city 
tomorrow. His tastes are far more modern than mine,” Aon said with a 
small chuckle at his own understatement. “Ah. Also, I have a 
proposition for you.” 

Please don’t be sex, please don’t be sex. “Oh?” Lydia asked warily. 

“I suggest we spend our evenings here. I, in my research, and you 
to assist me. In exchange, I will answer any questions as you may 
have, in as full detail as I may have it. I expect you are desperate for 
information.” 

“What do you mean, assist you?” 

“Nothing sordid or unpleasant. Putting away my books, helping me 
sort and locate items, things of that nature. Utterly mundane, I 
promise,” Aon said, seemingly amused she assumed otherwise. 

Aon was a madman who had tortured her in her dreams. But that 
was hardly the most traumatizing thing that had happened to her 
since this misadventure began. The other option was sitting in her 
room, alone and confused. Answers sounded nice. “You aren’t going to 
torture me?” 

“Not unless you wish me to.” 

The man had a wicked sense of humor, and the look she shot him 
made him chuckle. For a long moment, she debated the intelligence of 
accepting his offer. But she didn’t see any other way forward from 
here. “Sure.” 

“Good! Then you are free to roam my home as you see fit. The 
gardens are yours as well, but go no further. It is for your own 
protection, I assure you. Many creatures in this world hunger for the 
taste of human meat, and to them, you are no more interesting than as 
a rare treat.” 


He snapped his fingers again, remembering another detail. “Food. 
Right, yes. You are likely hungry, forgive me. I do not eat food with 
others, for obvious reasons.” He gestured at his mask. “The kitchens 
are downstairs. Someone can assist you whenever you are in need.” 

Aon sat back down in the chair, picked up a pen in his gloved, non- 
gauntleted right hand, and set about writing. He looked up at her after 
a pause. “You may stay here with me if you like,” he teased. “I would 
ask you not stare, though. It is a distraction.” 

This was the man who had attacked her in her dreams. A man with 
a hair trigger—and who was not a man at all, but a monster. A 
madman, by his own accounts. And yet, here she was, almost 
disappointed the conversation was over. What was wrong with her? 
Why was she so curious about him? No. Staying here was a very bad 
idea. She turned for the door. 

“Goodnight, Lydia,” Aon called from behind her. 

Her hand lingered on the doorknob. Whatever she was expecting 
from Aon the warlock, it was not this. It left her unsure of her footing. 
It somehow would be simpler if he had just attacked her. Her mind 
was reeling, and she was exhausted, and that was at least a simple 
problem to solve. Sleep was calling her name. “Can you stay out of my 
dreams tonight, please?” 

“I will do my best to restrain myself, although I make no promises.” 

Lydia tried not to laugh. She didn’t want to encourage him. Yet she 
found herself smiling despite herself once more at his tone. It was time 
to go. Twisting the knob, she remembered her manners at the last 
moment. “Goodnight, Aon.” 


Chapter Three 


Aon kept his word. For the first time in a long time, her sleep was 
undisturbed. 

The next morning, she woke up and was a little stiff from her fall 
off the horse but was surprisingly okay. She dressed after finding a 
wardrobe of various outfits for her, most far more modern than last 
night’s number. The door was unlocked, and she hesitated but struck 
out into Aon’s estate. It was strange to be such a free-range prisoner. 

Aon could be torturing her. He could string her up in a tower and 
starve her, cut her open, or worse. She tried to keep her mind from 
wandering down the world of horrors he could do to her. Instead, he 
had given her a lavish room and everything she would need to be 
comfortable. 

It wasn’t that she wasn’t grateful; it just made her nervous. 

Aon had told her she could explore, and so she did. It was either 
that or sit in her room like a frightened lump. She had done that for a 
while, but after three hours, it had become incredibly dull. The rest of 
Aon’s home was anything but boring, at least. The maddening 
hallways of twisted baroque architecture often left her standing and 
gaping in awe at the rooms she found. 

The place was filled with strange illusions. One of the hallways 
looked like it went on forever, only to shrink in size halfway down. 
Mirrors were arranged in such a way to make it seem like she was 
walking in circles. Her favorite room was one with mirrored floors 
that reflected an elaborate mural upon the ceiling. It was a night sky, 
filled with moons and swirling stars. There were at least a dozen 
moons, each one a different color and varying size. 

Wait. 

Under didn’t have stars. 

Weird. Maybe the people of Under crib artwork from Earth like they do 
their technology and...well, people. 

Lydia met a few people in her wanderings, but most of them were 


uninterested in talking to her. Either they were going about their day, 
weren't terribly friendly, or seemed wary of her. The unmasked 
servants in particular—it seemed the title was taken literally—seemed 
not even to want to look at her. They had jobs to do, and the fact that 
she was mysteriously somehow still a human was a weird and 
unnatural condition. 

Ironically enough, Lydia was the freak here. 

When she had found the kitchens and decided to make herself a 
cheese sandwich, the people who were working there had almost 
fallen over themselves to both prepare her food and avoid looking 
directly at her at the same time. 

No amount of fussing convinced them that they didn’t need to be 
catering to her. All she needed was to be pointed in the right 
direction. She lost that fight. Thanking them didn’t seem to do much 
good, either. 

It was a lonely experience, wandering around Aon’s home. But it 
was like exploring an art gallery of the insane mind, and it was 
fascinating. The morbid architecture and asymmetrical take on a very 
classic kind of building was as beautiful as it was unsettling. Each 
room looked like a different nightmare from the last. 

It was long into the afternoon that she found a door she thought 
she might recognize. Many of the doors here were locked, but this one 
wasn’t. Peeking inside, her curiosity was confirmed. It was Aon’s 
library. 

The lights were off, and there was no fire burning in the hearth. No 
one was home, it seemed. Lydia stepped in slowly and looked around 
the room for any sign of the warlock. Thankfully, Aon was absent. 

Lydia took the opportunity to walk along the large table and try to 
take in the room now that she didn’t feel in imminent danger. To say 
that it was grand would be to put it mildly. Every corner had detail. 
Every nook and cranny had some carving or painting. 

There were four moons in the sky outside, and they gave off a 
bright glow through the windows in a strange mix of colors that cast 
bizarre, multi-toned shadows. The light reflected off the patterned 
wood floor. It was enough to make out the artwork in the mural 
overhead. 

It was the depiction of a great battle. Twisted bodies of monsters 
and men alike were so countless it was impossible at first to make out 
exactly who—or what—was fighting whom. She recognized two 
figures in the fray, Aon and Edu. Edu’s massive sword was in mid- 
swing, a red dragon at his back. Aon had a strange black fire around 
him, and an army of the rotted dead that were clearly at his 
command. Charming. 

The rest were strangers. A creature that looked like a werewolf who 


had decayed away and left only a skull for a face. A woman whose 
dark blue hair was interrupted by a pair of long, elf-like ears with a 
dress in beautiful shades of sapphire. Another man who, except for the 
white mask upon his face, could have been an angel in a church with 
his white wings and shining platinum hair. The last was a giant purple 
spider. 

There was a part of the painting that had been chipped away—a 
portion of the vast ceiling had been chiseled out, exactly where a 
seventh person should have been standing. Lydia let out a small 
“huh.” She remembered the missing tapestry in Edu’s home. Now, 
this. 

“You're early.” 

Lydia screamed. 

She whirled, her heart in her throat, and nearly fell over her own 
feet. Aon had appeared behind her, and his words had been whispered 
into her ear. He was cackling in a sharp, dangerous laugh at her fear. 

“Don’t do that!” 

“Why? That was terribly fun to watch,” he said mirthfully. 

“You’re going to give me a goddamn heart attack.” Lydia took a 
step back from him, putting her hand to her chest. 

“Now, we can’t have that.” Aon lifted his hand and snapped his 
fingers. The lights in the room flicked on, and out of the corner of her 
eye, she saw the fire rush into a blaze. She realized he was not 
wearing his black leather glove. Not surprisingly, he was pale. A black 
ink circle with strange etchings like something out of an occult book 
sat prominently on the back of his hand. “I expected you later in the 
evening,” he said curiously. 

“T wandered in here,” Lydia admitted. 

“Ah, for shame. I thought you missed me.” Aon took a step toward 
her, trying to close the distance between them. Lydia made a 
matching step back. “You are afraid of me,” he observed, still amused. 
He took a step forward, and she another one away. 

“Of course, I am.” 

“You fear me in a way you do not fear the others, though. I see in 
you more disdain for Edu than fear. He could kill you just as easily as 
I. Indeed, he has threatened your life, where I have not. What is 
different between us, save the obvious degrees of intelligence, which 
leads to this?” Aon took a step forward and Lydia one back. 

It was a good point. It took Lydia a second to come up with a 
reason besides that Aon was creepy. “Yow’re sadistic. I don’t think he 
is.” 

“A valid observation. Do you fear pain, then, but not death?” Aon 
moved forward, and she stepped back. He was slow and careful in his 
movements. It seemed he found her retreating from him enjoyable. 


Aon was a predator, like everything else in this world. “Well?” 

Did she fear death? She never really thought about it. “To be clear, 
I don’t want to die.” 

“Noted. But do you fear it?” 

“Everyone dies. Uh...” Lydia paused. “Where I’m from, anyway.” 

Aon laughed. “Another fair point.” When she retreated into the 
back of a chair, she let out a small squeak of surprise. He answered 
with another step in. He trapped her against the surface as he leaned 
his hands on either side of her, caging her in. 

Lydia went rigid, unable to escape without ducking under his arm. 
Her face warmed again, and she knew she was blushing. But why the 
hell was she blushing? 

“T have seen in countless souls the difference between the desire to 
live and the fear of death. Oft one may be mistaken for the other. It is 
not until that one is stripped away that the other becomes clear in its 
distinction. In you, I see no fear. Why?” Aon’s voice was low, still 
sounding like a knife wrapped in velvet. 

Panic and terror weren’t sustainable emotions. They wore out and 
wound down over time. What was left in its wake was a strange kind 
of nervous anticipation. It confused the hell out of Lydia, to say the 
least. It wasn’t until he tilted his head forward just barely at her 
silence that she remembered he had asked a question. 

“T work with death. All the time. I guess I’m...comfortable with the 
idea. I always have been,” Lydia said, her voice sounding smaller than 
shed like. 

“What is it you do, then?” 

“Pm a forensic autopsy technician.” She found shelter in the 
normalcy of telling someone what it was she did for work, even if it 
was very much now in the past tense, she expected. “It means I—” 

“I know. How wonderful! No wonder you stand so strong against 
the horrors you have witnessed. I am sure the ways you mortals have 
found to maim each other have only increased in imagination since 
when I last roamed Earth.” 

An odd compliment, but okay, she’d take it. “Which was when, 
exactly?” 

“It was the year 1948 when last I was awake and our worlds 
aligned.” 

“Oh,” was all she managed to find in response. There was a beat of 
silence. “Could you take a step back, please?” 

“T think I’d rather not,” he responded with a fiendish, if playful, air. 
“Unless you have a good reason. I will not accept the excuse of my 
poor manners this time, I will warn you.” 

“J—uh—” She didn’t expect him to say no. He was challenging her, 
just as he did in the dream. “It’s awkward?” 


“You are dodging the truth of why you wish me to retreat. No. Try 
again.” 

“When yow’re this close, it makes me nervous.” 

“Nervous of what?” 

“That you might do something.” 

“Better. Far more honest, if imprecise.” Aon chuckled low. He still 
wore the metal gauntlet. Lydia knew this, because Aon lifted it to put 
the tip of his pointer finger talon under her chin and tipped her head 
back. She had to go with the movement, or else he’d press it into her 
skin and cut her. She was afraid to even swallow in fear. “I think your 
definition of ‘something’ spans many categories, and I must admonish 
you for your weak political dodging of the subject. I will allow it, as I 
did not specify otherwise.” 

He changed the subject drastically, and his tone became light and 
casual, even as he had her almost up on her toes from the claw under 
her chin. “Did you have a nice day?” 

She couldn’t speak, and she expected he knew that. Using the 
barest amount of pressure from his finger, he steered her away from 
the chair and began backing her up. “I enjoyed watching you. I must 
admit I made little progress on my other endeavors. Seeing you 
discover my world for the first time was far too tempting to ignore.” 

Lydia squeaked again as he backed her up into the wall. Aon stood 
in front of her, and only when he could block her escape with his 
nearness did he remove the claw from under her chin. He let his metal 
palm rest against the base of her throat. Aon wasn’t pressing down or 
squeezing. His claws were merely touching against the sides of her 
neck. “Tell me, my dear, what do you think of my home?” 

Lydia stammered helplessly and pressed back against the wall, her 
palms against the painted surface. She didn’t know what to say at 
first, through the pounding of her heart. Aon seemed to be happy to 
wait for her response. 

Finally, Lydia swallowed the lump in her throat and managed to 
find something to say. “Beautiful. But terrifying.” It was the truth. 

“Go on.” 

“Like walking through a waking nightmare. Some of it I can’t make 
sense of. It’s just...dizzying in all the detail.” 

Aon lifted his bare hand and gently ran his fingertips along her 
cheek. She flinched reflexively, but that didn’t stall or seem to offend 
him. Aon’s touch wasn’t rough or calloused like Edu’s, nor was he 
frail. His skin was warm, and he slipped his hand up to run his fingers 
through her hair slowly. She had made a passing attempt at making 
herself look somewhat human before going out and about into his 
home, and her hair had decided today it wanted to be curlier than 
usual. 


Aon wrapped a strand of her blonde hair around his finger, looping 
it idly, before letting it loose. “I am glad you think so,” he finally said 
in a thoughtful air. His hand returned to her cheek, this time resting 
his palm against her jaw and letting the pad of his thumb slide against 
her skin. Lydia turned her head away, but it didn’t deter him. 

Lydia wanted to ask him to stop touching her or to back away from 
her. But her heart was still lodged in her throat too hard to summon 
the words at first. Her pulse was racing, and she was sure he could 
feel it thudding underneath his hand. 

There was the smell of old books and leather again, like a hundred- 
year-old library. It was heady, and the mix of Aon’s nearness and his 
touch had Lydia’s face burning. Even as she had her teeth gritted 
together to keep from whimpering in fear, she couldn’t help but blush. 

“What do you want from me...?” Lydia finally choked out, her 
voice barely above a whisper. 

Aon chuckled, and his voice was a low rumble in his chest when he 
replied. “Oh, my darling, what a foolish question.” 

“Why?” 

“You will not like my answer,” Aon said. Dread welled up in Lydia’s 
stomach, and a terrible and strange kind of fear twisted in her as she 
wondered what he was going to do. Aon chuckled at the expression on 
her face before finishing. “From you, I will have everything.” 

Lydia blanched. His answer was worse than what she was 
expecting, even with his warning. Aon tsked at her reaction, and she 
felt him shift. His elbow pressed against the wall next to her head as 
he leaned in closer to her. His gauntleted hand slid up from her throat 
to cup her cheek and turn her head back to look at him. It was cold 
against her, a far cry from the warmth of his other hand a moment 
prior. 

“You mistake me, my dear. I am not a violent simpleton like Edu. 
You have piqued my curiosity. My interest in you is not purely limited 
to those delights the flesh may offer. Although...” Aon trailed off 
teasingly. His voice was quiet as he lowered his head toward her ear. 
The long, dark tendrils of his hair brushed against her face, and it 
made her shiver. 

Lydia wouldn’t touch that comment with a ten-foot pole, so she 
went around it. “I don’t know why your Ancients rejected me, and—” 
she started, pleading with Aon to rethink why he found her 
interesting. She squeaked as he moved his head again, the masked 
surface hovering close to her cheek. 

“While it is a charming mystery to solve, that is not why you 
intrigue me, my dear...” She must be eight shades of crimson by this 
point. “I do not yet know the measure of you. While we find out, 
know that I am no brute. I will not coerce or blackmail you to perform 


any deed you are not willing to do.” 

“Thanks.” At least he wasn’t going to demand anything like that 
from her. 

“T will test your limits. I will tempt you and trick you. I will toy 
with you. I fear I do very much love to play games.” Aon’s voice was 
the cutting edge of a blade, sharp and dangerous. “But you may 
always refuse me. That is my promise to you. My vow.” 

Suddenly, it was like a light switch went off in his brain. He 
stepped back from Lydia quickly. The dark sexuality that was pouring 
off him was gone. Aon laughed once, startling her again. “Shall we get 
to work, then?” 

“Whuh...?” 

Aon turned from her and walked toward the far end of the table, 
leaving Lydia standing there like an idiot, leaning up against the wall 
and trembling. He pulled out a chair, sat, and began flipping through 
a book, sifting through notes as if trying to remember where he left 
off. “You may begin by returning those books at the end of the table 
to their proper homes on the shelves.” 

And just like that, it was as though Lydia didn’t exist anymore. Aon 
lowered his head to his work and became engrossed in whatever he 
was poring over. Lydia stayed leaning up against the wall, feeling like 
a train had just whizzed by her at the station, leaving her gaping like 
a fool. 

As the fear and adrenaline began to cool down and the twist in her 
stomach began to unwind, Lydia remembered what Aon said the night 
prior. He had asked her to help him in his research in exchange for 
answering questions. 

Letting out a long breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, 
she debated her choices. She could walk out and go back to her room. 
She could pick up the books and start hurling them at his head. She 
could sink to the floor and cry. Or she could just...begin sorting books. 

There wasn’t anything to be angry about right now. Not really, 
when she considered the whole. Stalking Lydia around the room was 
probably not a weird thing to do here. He hadn’t hurt her. Hadn’t 
threatened her. All he had done was invade her personal space. Aon 
hadn’t demanded she work for him; he had offered her a fair trade. 
Her help for his knowledge. 

Lydia knew full well Aon could have her on her knees, licking his 
shoes—or something else—if he wanted it. As tough as she’d like to 
think she was, there was no doubt in her mind that if he pushed hard 
enough, she’d break. Anybody would. There was nothing shy about 
this man, and she was sure he had a long life of experience in hurting 
people. 

It could be worse, she reminded herself. Less than two days ago, she 


was locked in a jail cell by a man who was still intent on killing her. 
This one was intense and hitting on her but asking her nicely to sort 
books in exchange for information. Don’t complain, idiot. 

Finally, she walked away from the wall and went to the stack of 
books down at the end of the table. She began to leaf through them 
and found that most of them weren’t in English. French, Latin, 
German—oh, man, sorting the ones in Cyrillic and Hebrew was going 
to be a pain in the ass. 

“How do you have your shelves arranged?” Lydia asked quietly, 
afraid to interrupt him. 

It didn’t seem to bother Aon, as he responded with an even tone. 
“Alphabetical by author, then title.” 

Simple question, simple answer. So Lydia went to work. For the 
first hour, she only managed to replace two of the tomes as she tried 
to learn her way around the insanely tall and elaborate bookshelves. 
As she went, she leafed through the books in curiosity. Many were 
about magic. Ancient occult sciences, the history of the Earth, and so 
on. Many were topics or by authors she suspected weren’t human. 

Of course, they had their own literature and their own writing. 
Lydia had to stop thinking about Under as a phantom world. The 
people here had their own culture. These people had their own way of 
life. They probably had music, art, theatre, and were a society. 

It was confirmed when she came across The History of Under in ten 
volumes. She put down her stack of books and picked out the first of 
the volumes and opened it. It was in a mix of languages, shifting from 
English to every other option seemingly as needed. 

“Nor’len, the author, while methodical, is terribly dry. I do not 
recommend his works unless you enjoy the telling of history as a 
kitchen appliance assembly manual,” Lydia heard from behind her. 
Aon hadn’t moved from where he sat at the table or even lifted his 
head. 

Lydia laughed once in her nose at his sardonic comment, and she 
shut the book and slid it back into the shelf. “I can’t read half of it, 
anyway. Why is it written like that? In all different languages?” 

“We speak all languages of Earth that have ever been spoken and 
many of our own. Some languages are better meant for certain usage 
over others. German makes for lousy poetry, believe me.” 

The quip made her smile despite herself. “I thought your language 
was all those...little squiggly marks?” Lydia didn’t know how to say it 
without sounding insulting. 

“These ‘squiggly marks,” he repeated her term with an air of 
humor, “represent the language of the Ancients. No one, not even I, 
can read them. That knowledge has been long since lost. Yet they 
remain the source of our power. Only by blundering through their 


usage like wooden children’s blocks may we find the combinations 
that bring our will to life.” 

The shapes were their source of magic. Huh. That explained the 
soulmarks and the marking on the back of his hand. “So the more 
squiggles a person has, the more magic they can use? And the one on 
your face is unique to the person, but you can have others elsewhere?” 

Chuckling, he shook his head, amused at her blithe treatment of 
what was likely a very sacrosanct topic to them. The other option was 
he react with anger at her playful lack of respect, so she’d take him 
being amused any day. “Yes, my dear. Precisely. The weakest of us 
have a soulmark and no others. The powerful have many more.” 

“Edu has...a lot.” Lydia remembered the red markings that covered 
the man’s body. 

“He is a king. An idiot, but a king.” Aon paused, then asked with a 
dark, nearly threatening air, “How do you know this?” 

Lydia didn’t think Aon was mad at her, but she couldn’t be sure. “I 
was forced to attend his slaughterhouse tournament. Afterwards, I was 
dragged to his, well, afterparty. He asked me to sleep with him.” 

“And?” There was so much hatred in that one word, it made Lydia 
turn to look down at him. Aon hadn’t looked up, but he had stopped 
writing. 

“I said no, Aon.” Lydia was offended that he thought she would 
have agreed. 

Aon’s shoulders loosened slightly. “Then how do you know how 
many marks the man possesses?” 

Lydia snickered. “His proposition was...um...full-frontal.” 

Aon sighed heavily and leaned forward to press his palm against 
the forehead of his mask. Even if he didn’t know what the phrase 
meant, she was certain he was smart enough to guess. When Aon 
spoke, he was clearly exasperated. “He dragged you, a terrified mortal 
girl, into one of his parties and presented himself like the prime meat 
at the market?” 

“Yeah. And when I refused him, he pointed out he was going to kill 
me in the morning, so I might as well enjoy my last night alive. He 
was shocked I still said no.” 

Aon groaned. “No wonder you ran. As I said...he is a king, and an 
idiot.” 

Lydia laughed, smiling despite herself, glad for his strange 
sympathy for what Edu had done. The conversation trailed off 
naturally, and she went back to her task. After another twenty 
minutes, she paused. Finally, she worked up the nerve to ask a 
potentially sensitive subject. “May I interrupt?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“Are my friends okay?” 


“Their names were Greg, Kanori, and Rick, correct?” 

Lydia laughed. “Gary, Kaori, and Nick. But close.” For a moment, 
she wondered if Aon had butchered their names on purpose to be 
funny. 

“Human names. They run together, forgive me. Nick has Fallen to 
the House of Moons with Kamira and her lot. He is fine. Adjusting, but 
fine. Kaori seems to have already adapted quite well to her new life 
with the warriors, with Edu in his house.” There was a heavy 
insinuation there that she tried not to visualize. “And you saw how 
well Gary has come to accept his new world with Maverick and the 
rest of the scholars.” 

Lydia paused before asking the question she dreaded to answer. 
“What about Evie?” 

“She is alive. The doling out of her punishment has passed to me, 
now that I reign as king.” He leaned back in his chair. “I will not take 
her life.” 

That was a small relief until Lydia remembered Evie’s words. Edu 
kills; Aon tortures. “Don’t blame her for what happened. She only tried 
to escape because I did. She was helping me.” 

“It is still a deeply punishable crime, even before you count her 
original charge of attempted murder.” 

“Then split her fate with me. I won’t have her suffering alone for 
my bad idea.” 

Aon spun his pen between his fingers deftly. “You would not 
survive even half of your little friend’s sentence.” 

Lydia shut her eyes and tried not to think about the specifics of 
that. “Please, I...” Lydia trailed off, not even knowing what she was 
going to ask him. She had nothing to bargain with. Nothing to trade. 

“T will take your request for mercy under advisement.” There was a 
coldness in his voice. No, not coldness, just...matter-of-fact. The words 
of a king, speaking law. Aon had a world to uphold. She had never 
talked to anyone who even thought of themselves as owning that kind 
of power, let alone somebody who actually had it. 

“Thanks,” was all Lydia could say to that. Aon stilled the twirling of 
his pen and went back to his work. 

At least Nick was okay, even if she had no idea what Aon meant by 
the fact that he was “adjusting, but fine.” She’d press him for more 
details later. She didn’t want to push her luck. Lydia went back to 
book sorting. 

After a while, she started to figure out the system, and that left her 
with one book in Hebrew and one in what might be Russian. Luckily, 
there was an empty slot in the shelf for the Hebrew one. Finding the 
Cyrillic section, she reasoned through a bunch by sorting by matching 
shapes. She used the existing order of the books—assuming it was 


right—to narrow down her options. 

That left her with two choices. She stood there, staring at the two 
empty slots reasonably close together, and knew she had no idea 
which one it was. Lydia didn’t want to ask. She’d worked so hard to 
solve the puzzle up and to this point, and it was her last book. She felt 
like her pride was on the line. 

Fifty-fifty shot. She picked up the book and went to slide it into the 
rightmost of the gaps. 

“Tt’s the other one.” 

Lydia shouldn’t laugh at his timing or that Aon had watched her try 
to solve this problem for the past few minutes in silence without 
offering any help, but she cracked up anyway. “Thanks,” she said, 
more sarcastic than not, and slipped the book into the other gap. 

“Once you knew it was a guess, you could have simply asked.” Aon 
chided her for her stubbornness. 

Lydia shrugged. He was right, so she let him have that one. “It was 
a puzzle.” 

“Come here,” Aon said after a pause. Lydia froze, and seeing her 
tense up, he sighed. “I will ask many things of you in the time to come 
that you will find frightening or undesirable. I request you take such 
simple presumptions of mine with temperance.” 

Not wanting to argue that his tactic of pointing out that he could be 
asking her to do worse wasn’t a high selling point, Lydia walked up to 
him. Aon held his ungloved hand out to her, palm up, and she blinked 
at him, confused. “Give me your hand, silly creature.” 

“Why?” 

He leaned his head against the high back of the chair and let out 
another sigh. “You are impossible. I am not planning on snapping your 
fingers off.” He said it with the air of a man dealing with a child who 
questioned the nature of their breakfast cereal. 

“You sure?” she asked, finding a moment of humor. 

“Mostly.” Aon answered her jab with a riposte. 

Lydia narrowed her eyes before reluctantly putting her hand in his. 
She had no idea what he planned to do with it. But whatever 
populated her list of options, what he opted to do had not been among 
them. 

Carefully, he pulled her closer to the edge of his chair. That didn’t 
seem to be his only goal as he gently intertwined his fingers with hers. 
He played with her hand idly while he tapped a clawed finger on a 
piece of the parchment in front of him. “My work is an attempt to 
rekindle our understanding of those ancient glyphs. Excuse me, 
ancient squiggles.” 

He was speaking to her like a passionate tutor, even while his 
thumb was tracing a slow line against the side of her pointer finger, 


making it incredibly hard to focus on his words. 

“T have broken it down into their simplest shapes—an alphabet, if 
you will—of over three thousand unique pieces. Each can be arranged 
with the others in any possible formation. That, coupled with the 
addition of geometric casework such as circles, squares, hexagons, and 
multi-sided shapes such as you see here, renders the combinations 
functionally limitless.” Aon pointed at another sheet, which had 
elaborate ceremonial magic circles—concentric rings filled with 
archaic shapes—much like the one emblazoned on the back of the 
hand that was still gently caressing hers. 

The symbols on the pages laid out on the table were remarkably 
like the ones she had seen mimicked in her favorite horror movies. “Is 
this the same magic like what people write about on Earth? Like 
Crowley?” 

“Hm? Aleister? Strange man, but a clever one. Took a bit too much 
of a fancy to our libertine lifestyle, I’m afraid.” 

“You knew him?” 

“T did. Indeed, Aleister and I met when he somehow managed to 
summon me. He became an acquaintance.” 

“He summoned you?” 

“He believed he was channeling some fallen archangel. Needless to 
say, I was not what he was expecting.” Aon chuckled. 

Lydia laughed with him. Aon appearing out of a magic circle must 
have been a sight. “Weren’t you pissed that he dragged you to Earth?” 

“Think of it more like a request than a command. I answered the 
call out of curiosity.” 

“So...all this stuff seriously works? All those books about 
summoning demons and controlling people do something?” 

“No, not always. More frequently that is not the case than the 
alternative. It may only be effective when our worlds are close, either 
passing by each other or falling into alignment. Sometimes it lasts 
years. Otherwise, your world has not the fabric and resources to allow 
for the usage of such power.” 

“Huh.” Many things made so much more sense now. All the myths 
and legends were real, if only sometimes. 

Aon shifted her hand in his grasp again, to run the pad of his thumb 
along the underside of her fingers. It sent an unexpected shiver up her 
spine, followed by a warm rush, and she had to pull her hand from 
his. He let her without fuss, but his head turned from his work up to 
her, the metal surface glinting back the amber light of the fire. 

“What is wrong?” Aon’s tone was a lousy attempt at innocence. 
There was an air of mischief that told her that he knew exactly what 
was wrong. 

Lydia was grateful she had pockets now in which she could shove 


her hands. It was a poor attempt at hiding, but it was all she had for 
options. “Why were you doing that?” 

“Two reasons. First, simply because I wished to do so. Second, your 
cheeks take on such a delightful color when I am near you, and I was 
testing the theory as to what in particular inspires such a reaction. 
Why did you recoil from me?” 

“Because...I’m your prisoner. And...” Lydia was once again faced 
with a bizarre question from him. What he was doing wasn’t right, 
fine. But in truth, she was terrified of what it had suddenly sparked in 
her. 

Aon rose from the chair to face her, and she took half a step back to 
keep some distance between him. “I hope someday you come to see 
yourself as my guest. Your situation is unfortunate. I wish to make 
your time here as pleasant as possible,” he said sincerely. 

“You tortured me in a dream,” Lydia reminded him dutifully. 

“T was teaching you a lesson.” 

“By torturing me.” 

“It worked, did it not?” Aon’s voice held a thick layer of 
amusement. 

“That’s not the damn point.” 

“It is easy to forget you are not like us, that you are fragile and do 
not see violence so casually.” 

“Are you trying to apologize?” 

“Perhaps.” 

“Then why don’t you just say, ‘I’m sorry for torturing you?” 

“I am what I am, my dear Lydia.” Aon bowed low at the waist, 
folding his arm in front of him. He rose from the gesture slowly. 
“Should you come to predict or explain my behavior, you may write 
the most well-published treatise in all our world’s ancient history.” 

Lydia shook her head and walked away from him, needing some 
space. She made it a few paces and put her hand on the back of a 
chair and let her fingers run along the curved surface. “I know you 
could be doing worse things to me. Far worse. I do. I’m thankful you 
don’t have me strung up from chains or being flayed alive. Pm 
thankful you haven’t sent me to the chopping block. What you’ve 
done so far, giving me a room, clothes, food, freedom to walk around, 
thank you. I’m sorry. I’m handling this as best as I know how.” 

There was a long pause, long enough she wondered if Aon was still 
there. She turned to look at him, and he hadn’t moved. Finally, after 
another beat, he returned his attention to the papers on his desk and 
sat back down. Silence hung in the air like a cloud, and Lydia finally 
had to break it. Did she say something wrong? 

“Aon?” 

“Hm?” He looked up and seemed surprised she was standing there. 


“Oh, hello again, Lydia. I did not hear you come back in. It is quite 
late. Did you get lost on the way back to your room?” 

Wait, what? 

Fear crept up her spine as she realized with a slowly encroaching 
horror that Aon wasn’t playing with her. Whatever had just happened, 
he seemed to have jumped forward in time in his head as though 
hours had passed when it was only the span of a few seconds. He must 
have thought she had left, time had gone by, and she had walked back 
in. Others had said Aon was insane, but she was starting to believe 
they might mean it very literally. 

“Y...yeah,” Lydia said with a wavering breath and tried to think 
fast. “Sorry, this place is a funhouse with all the mirrors.” Bringing up 
what had just happened seemed like a dangerous prospect. 

“Of course! Go left from the door, and at the end of the hall, take a 
right. You will find your room halfway down the corridor,” he said 
helpfully and picked up his pen to begin writing again. 

“Thanks,” she muttered and took a few steps back. 

“I hope you will return here tomorrow night. I hope I have not 
frightened you too terribly,” he teased her playfully, not knowing the 
truth in his words. 

“T will,” she replied quietly as she reached the door. The realization 
of what she had witnessed was still settling on her. 

“Delightful. Sleep well, darling.” 

“Yeah...you too,” Lydia answered, and when she shut the door 
behind her, she put her head in her hands. 

Why did she have the distinct feeling her life was going to get very 
complicated from here on out? 


Chapter Four 


Another night and another nightmare. 

This time, there was no running involved. Usually, dreams like this 
never really bothered Lydia. They were never scary, in the same way 
her favorite movies were no longer frightening to her. Usually, she 
found them entertaining. But now the context had changed. Now she 
knew what it was like to be caught by a monster. 

Lydia was strapped to a medical table. Her mind had conjured up 
that recent memory and somehow made it even darker and more 
twisted. A creature whose medical mask had been stitched directly to 
his face was busy dismembering her. He ripped away at flesh and 
sinew, digging into her organs and cutting them free. 

In a way that only dreams would allow, she was not dying, just 
suffering. Only experiencing the fear. Lydia was crying and begging 
for mercy, but the creature that was butchering her like a slab of meat 
didn’t care. It didn’t respond to her in the slightest as she writhed in 
agony. 

“And here I am, insulted to not have been invited to the party.” 
Aon’s voice broke into her dream, laughing. “Forgive me for my 
intrusion, but even inside your mind I fear I do not like the prospect of 
sharing.” 

Lydia felt someone grasp her shoulder. All in one movement he 
pulled, and the scene around her shattered. But the terror still gripped 
her. She shot up, straight into someone’s arms. Her heart was 
pounding too hard for her to care. She felt them press her head 
against their shoulder. It took her a long moment to process where she 
was and what was happening. She was still in bed and not strapped to 
some horrifying medical table. It had just been a nightmare. 

Aon was next to her, sitting on the edge of the plush mattress. His 
bare hand was stroking her hair, and he was shushing her quietly. 
Lydia realized she was clinging to him, her hands twisting the fabric 
of his coat. Finally, she let go of him and lifted her head from his 


shoulder. Confused, she shot him a quizzical look. “What happened?” 

“You were crying out in your sleep. I came to ensure you were not 
in danger and found you mired within a dream from which I could not 
wake you.” Aon combed his hand slowly through her hair, his voice a 
low rumble. She shivered at his touch and was entirely unsure as to 
why. As he reached to touch her again, she grew shy and shrank away 
from him. 

“Thanks, I guess,” Lydia muttered. 

“You are quite welcome.” 

“It’s incredibly weird that you can be inside of my dreams, by the 
way.” 

“Perhaps I was not there. Perhaps you were merely dreaming of me 
on your own. Your dark pursuer and savior all at once,” Aon mused 
playfully. 

“Really?” 

“No.” 

Lydia glared at him. 

Aon chuckled. “I am quite jealous that you were dreaming of some 
other man dismantling you. I have not made an appropriate 
impression upon you, I see. I must try harder next time.” 

“Please, don’t.” Lydia started to shift away from him, to get out of 
the bed on the far side from him. His hand caught her wrist and 
pulled her back toward him. She locked up and went stiff, bringing a 
beleaguered sigh out of Aon as he lowered his head and shook it. 

“I am merely teasing. You must learn to pardon me for the games I 
play.” Aon took her hand in his un-gauntleted one, and Lydia could do 
nothing but sit there, confused, as he slipped her palm against the 
bare skin of his neck. It was warm under her touch. She could feel his 
pulse beneath her fingers. Aon let out a dusky sigh and pressed his 
hand against hers, holding it there. “You make delightful prey, Lydia. 
How you blush when I come near, and yet you are so terrified of me. 
Both bring me great joy in equal measure. But I am not the butcher in 
your nightmare.” 

“I don’t understand what’s happening. I don’t get any of this. I just 
want to go home.” 

“T know. Do not fret.” Aon slipped his hand from hers to run back 
through her hair. As he did, she felt herself start to slip away into a 
warm kind of darkness. There was an odd tingling sensation. “You are 
exhausted. Sleep.” 

Lydia was suddenly so tired, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. 
“What’re you...” 

“Rest,” he commanded, and Lydia was helpless but to obey as a 
dreamless slumber came for her. 


Chains rattled, and the cacophony mixed with the howls and 
screams of a monster. The transition of the Fallen into the House of 
Moons was always far more difficult than the rest. 

Lyon was standing against a tree, watching the creature in the 
clearing. It was an eerily lanky, spindly beast that would rise far past 
twelve feet if it could stand straight. Its limbs were long and skeletal. 
Its face was a distorted dog-like skull. To some, at first glance, it may 
look as though a werewolf had become warped and twisted. That it 
had rotted away and left this gaping, bony form in its wake, as some 
twice-cursed creature. 

Instead, the truth was this was its intended form. It was suffering 
greatly, yanking against the collar that had been placed around its 
neck. Heavy iron chains ran from several loops to boulders around it 
in a ring, keeping it from moving more than a few inches in any 
direction. 

The thing was clawing at itself in its agony, ripping welts and 
gashes that oozed dark blood in the quest to be free. It marked its 
throat and chest with the trenches of its vicious nails as it attempted 
to tear away its restraints. But the creature would not escape. This 
manner of work had been done many times before to every soul 
cursed to become as he—a shifter, one whose physical body was a 
fluid form. 

An arm slipped around Lyon’s waist, and he was broken from his 
thoughts at the familiar nearness. Lyon had been sent to speak to the 
creature who suffered before him, and though that was now out of the 
question, the time here was certainly not wasted. 

Lyon looked down at Kamira and smiled faintly at her. Speaking of 
a fluid form, it seemed she fancied to wear a tail tonight, as it wound 
around his right leg. 

Many might have mistaken her horns as being part of her mask, but 
he knew better. Lyon had, after all, seen her many times without the 
slab of carved wood she wore across her face. The horns that arched 
delicately back through her long strands of dark hair and beads were 
indeed her own. 

Kamira could command her shape at will. She could alter her body 
to share whatever features of their dark race she wished. Often, she 
chose to mix them about as she saw fit. 

Lyon would welcome her in any form she took. They were wed 
several centuries ago, after all. Physical affection and pleasure in this 
world may be free and commonplace, but love was revered above all. 
It was the rarest thing two of their doomed and eternal kind could 
find in each other. 


“What troubles you, my Priest?” Kamira said, nuzzling her head 
into his chest. She was taller than many but still only reached his 
shoulder. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her gently and let 
his gaze wander back to the corrupted wolfman before them. 

It was Lyon’s hand that had thrown this mortal boy into this world. 
This creature was what had become of Nicholas. But it was the young 
lady who had come here with him who darkened his thoughts. “I 
came on command of Edu, to speak to Nicholas. To learn what he may 
know of the girl’s unique condition.” 

“He knows nothing. I have already asked. He spouts clever 
obscenities and tells me where in my anatomy I could place various 
and sundry objects.” Kamira smirked, clearly having enjoyed the boy’s 
spirit. 

“T see I will not have the opportunity to speak with him if he is not 
yet in command of his power.” 

“I have chained him not because he cannot control his form. The 
whelp has talent.” 

“Why, then?” 

“He sought to march into Edu’s keep and save his friend’s life. Now, 
he seeks to do the same with Aon.” 

Lyon sighed heavily. “Either action would merely amount to his 
death.” 

“T know this.” Kamira snickered. “I believe he does as well. I simply 
do not think he cares. He rightfully worries for her more now than 
when her life was forfeit under Edu’s reign.” 

“I admit I worry for her as well.” 

“I would for anyone now kept in Aon’s care.” Kamira lifted her 
hand and rested it on his chest, toying with the edge of his white vest. 
The deep green markings that ran up her arm looked like stripes on 
some great beast of the wild. Lyon would never tire of them. 

“Aon will not kill her. She is too interesting to him, I am sure.” 

“She is doomed all the same.” Kamira let out a small huff of a laugh 
in her throat. 

Lyon bent and kissed the top of her head. Yes. His concerns were 
similar. “Aon has announced his traditional return gala. Will you 
attend?” 

“Of course. It would be seen as an insult if I did not,” Kamira 
responded, clearly disgruntled. “There is little I would like less than to 
be forced to watch him celebrate his return to the throne as if it were 
some lauded event.” 

“There are those who are loyal to him.” 

“Such as whom? That slug Otoi? The coward Maverick? Feh! If you 
were still elder of your house, we would have him locked, four to 
two.” 


Lyon sighed and bent his head to rest it atop hers. “First, I will 
remind you...Under is, sadly, not a democracy. He is our king.” 

“Second,” Kamira interjected, reciting his refrain he had repeated 
many times. This conversation was not their first time hashing 
through this debate. “You are an elder no longer.” Kamira sighed 
hard. “Do you regret your choice yet, Priest?” 

Two elders could not be joined as one. It was against all law, for 
the balance would be upset in the face of such nepotism. For her, he 
had given up not only his rank order, but the mask he had been gifted 
as he rose from the Pool of the Ancients so long ago. 

Never would he regret his choice. 

Lyon lifted his head to tuck the backs of his fingers gently under 
her chin and tilted her face to look up at him. Kamira’s green cat’s 
eyes were sharp as she watched him, waiting for his response. He 
smiled faintly. She was indomitable. She was the untamable wild. “I 
made no sacrifice worth considering for what I received in return.” 

A sharp-nailed hand slipped up along toward the back of his neck 
and pulled Lyon down to kiss her. He met her embrace and held her 
tighter against his body. “Stay by my side at Aon’s rue ball,” Kamira 
said as she parted the kiss, her breath hot against his tepid skin. It had 
been a long time since he had taken blood, and while he did not need 
it to survive, it did help to offset his cold body temperature. “You may 
keep me from murdering someone in my misery.” 

Lyon chuckled. “Well, when you phrase it in such an appealing 
way...how could I say no?” 


Chapter Five 


When Lydia woke up, it took her a minute to remember what had 
happened the night prior. Aon had broken into her mind to wake her 
from a nightmare and, as far as she could tell, used magic to send her 
back to sleep once her terror was gone. 

Part of her was offended that he was in the room while she was 
asleep. Part of her was grateful he woke her up. But mostly, she was 
confused. Why did he care? Why not just let her suffer? 

As she sat up, she noticed there was a note on her nightstand. In 
careful, antiquated script, it read, “I have business to attend in the city 
today. You are free to roam my estate as you see fit. I will see you 
soon.” It ended in a heavily flourished letter A, as though she wouldn’t 
have been able to figure out who left it. 

There, beside it, was a black rose. It was beautiful—if horribly 
cliché. Although, if Aon was as old as people said, maybe he was the 
source of the trope. It seemed a waste to leave it there, so after finding 
a glass in the bathroom, she filled it with water and put the rose back 
onto her nightstand. Lydia didn’t know the last time she’d been given 
a flower. 

Her thoughts dwelled on the rose as she got dressed. This time, she 
found a pair of black jeans and a black tank top. She pulled a— 
shocker—black sweater over it and sighed. He might let her wear 
what she wanted, but it seemed she was doomed to live in his color 
scheme. 

It was clear Aon was flirting with her. But why? To what end? 
Amusement? Because physical affection wasn’t a big deal here? 
Lydia’s thoughts rolled over the subject for the entire day as she 
wandered Aon’s home in circles. Mostly because she was lost, partially 
because she had nothing better to do. 

The day came and went uneventfully, save for the fact that 
everyone seemed to be in a hustle. She ran into Fabian again and 
chatted with him for a while. Fabian told her Aon was throwing a gala 


here in a few days, and everyone was in a fuss getting ready. Lydia 
had never really thought about how much work it must have been to 
put on parties for kings back in the day. The sheer number of people it 
took to pull it off was astonishing, so she did her best to stay out of 
the way. 

Her dreams were quiet that night, and her fear of every shadow 
was starting to recede. Panic was not a sustainable emotion, after all. 
Aon’s home was beautiful and as fascinating as it was eerie, and it 
provided no small amount of entertainment. The next morning, after 
fetching some fruit and cheese from the kitchens—she was offered 
meat, but she remembered where it came from and said no—she 
decided to get out of the way of the hubbub of the approaching party 
and took her plate to go. 

It was about halfway back to her room that she pulled up short. 

“Come here.” 

It was a voice. Lydia turned slowly and looked around, but there 
was nobody there. She was in the hallway alone. “Hello?” she called. 
For a long moment, there was no answer. 

“Come here.” 

That time, Lydia realized the voice wasn’t in the hallway; it was in 
her head. As it spoke, she felt like a hand was wrapping around her 
spine and clenching down. Like something had wormed its way into 
her being and was grabbing on. She gasped, wavered, and realized the 
voice was not only inside her mind, but was also issuing a command. 

It took eight steps down the hallway before Lydia realized she had 
started moving. The voice had commanded, so she had followed. She 
pulled to a haltering stop in fear as she realized she had begun to obey 
automatically. 

“Don’t do that!” Lydia’s hands were shaking, and she had to hold 
the plate of food up against her side to keep it from rattling. “Just 
don’t. Ask. All you have to do is ask.” 

There was a long pause. 

“Please.” 

There was no need to ask whose voice it was. There wasn’t even 
really a need to ask where he was asking her to go. Now, in full 
control of her legs, Lydia walked down the hallway. Slowly but surely, 
the winding and fantastical corridors of twisted, vine-like molding and 
black-on-black-on-black decor were beginning to become recognizable 
to her. Reaching the door to Aon’s library, she knocked. 

“Come in,” came the muffled response. 

Pushing the door open, Lydia stepped in and shut it behind her. It 
felt as though she was on the verge of tears. Aon had reached into her 
mind and commanded her to do something, and Lydia had done it. 
She’d stopped herself—eventually—but how far could that have gone 


before she could wrest control of her own body back from him? 

Aon was sitting at the far end of the table, a large brass and copper 
mechanism in front of him. Whatever it did, she had no idea. It was a 
twisting mess of tubing, braided cotton-covered electrical wires, and 
gears. He was fiddling with it and did not look up at her as she 
entered. 

“Sit. Eat,” Aon said with a gesture of his ungloved hand. His other 
hand still wore the metal-clawed gauntlet, as usual. 

Feeling her steps become stunted and unsure, Lydia walked to the 
far end of the table and put the food down. 

“Not there. Here.” Aon gestured to the seat next to him. After a 
pause, he added politely, “If you will. I prefer not to shout down the 
table.” 

Did she have a choice? Apparently, he could just command her to 
do things. She picked up the plate and moved toward the head of the 
table. “Was that you, just now?” 

“Of course.” 

Lydia winced. “Please...don’t ever do that again.” 

“Why not?” 

“It’s terrifying.” 

Aon paused in his work, and his masked metal face glanced up at 
her briefly before looking back to his strange piece of equipment. It 
almost looked like some bizarre medical contraption. Something 
Frankenstein would have been proud of. “Frightening you was not my 
intention. Those in my house are accustomed to my summons. When 
one goes into the Pool of the Ancients and emerges in a typical 
fashion, knowledge of our ways is granted. It is easy to forget this is 
all quite foreign to you. Do forgive me.” 

Lydia put her plate down at the seat to his left, pulled the chair out, 
and sat. “You can control me?” 

“No. It is not control, per se. I can only compel you or push you to 
do one thing or another. It is easy enough to fight. But to someone 
caught off guard, it must be terribly disconcerting. I assure you, 
scaring you was not my motivation.” 

“This time.” 

Aon chuckled at her cynicism. “Touché.” 

The warlock was trying to apologize in his own way, and she didn’t 
want to throw that back in his face. “Apology accepted. It’s okay. PI... 
get used to things eventually, I guess.” Lydia picked up a weird not- 
grape and popped it into her mouth. “Last time I got summoned to 
someone, it went differently, so I’m grateful for that, at least. At least 
you aren’t butt-ass naked and having an orgy.” Where Lydia found the 
strength to joke, she didn’t know. But it came to her like a tent against 
a winter storm, and she huddled inside it without question. 


“Well, there go my afternoon plans.” Aon sighed overdramatically. 
It made Lydia laugh, and she found herself smiling at his joke. For all 
his horrifying demeanor, there was an odd charm about him. 

Lydia found herself watching him curiously. Aon’s only open hole 
for his eye was on his other side from her, and the left side nearest to 
her was perfectly smooth. It made her want to take her hand and 
wave it and see if he could see the movement, but she figured it 
probably wasn’t a good idea to straight-up taunt the man. “Doesn’t 
only seeing out of one eye get to be a pain?” 

“T can see out of both just fine. Our masks do not restrict our vision 
or breathing in any way.” 

“How the hell does that work?” 

“Magic.” 

Right. Magic. Magic was a thing now. Lydia tried not to smack her 
own forehead at her idiotic question. Picking up a slice of cheese that 
looked like it was meant for a sandwich, she rolled it into a tube 
between her fingers, like she always used to do when she was a kid. 
Old habits. “Stupid question, sorry.” 

“No, it is not foolish. This is all much for you to attempt to 
understand in short order.” 

“So, if I had come out of the lake like everyone else, I’d just know 
everything about Under?” Lydia asked. 

“More or less, yes,” Aon responded. 

“But Evie didn’t seem to be okay with how things were.” 

“There is a stark difference between comprehending one’s part in 
the fabric of this world and accepting it,” Aon dutifully pointed out. 
Lydia looked down at her food thoughtfully. He was right. Knowledge 
and acceptance were two very different things. She went silent for a 
long time as Aon fiddled with the machine in front of him. 

It looked as though Aon was attempting to feed a teensy, tiny 
thread through a series of equally small needle heads. The needles 
were arranged in a row, hovering over an empty spot in the piece of 
equipment, like a dozen sewing machine needles in a line, hanging 
over where you would put the fabric. But the gap between the points 
of the needle and the base was five or six inches at least. For every 
upright needle, there was one next to it at a nearly ninety-degree 
angle. It was to catch the thread and pull it back to the next one. 

What would you need a dozen needles to sew, from six inches 
away? What went through this machine? And why were the needles 
hooked up to clear glass tubes like there was supposed to be liquid 
running through the needles like a tattoo gun? 

Oh. 

It was designed to tattoo someone in what looked like the worst 
way possible. Ink, combined with thread. Now the tilted angles of the 


other needles made sense. It was designed to thread the needle into 
the skin without needing to go all the way through the person. Gross. 

Lydia decided not to ask why Aon needed something like this. 

Aon was struggling and seemed to be unable to hold the needles 
still enough to get the thread through it. She watched him work as she 
munched on the food in front of her. 

When he knocked one of the needles out from what was carefully 
balancing it in place, it fell to the table with a clatter. He growled 
furiously in his throat and slammed his metal hand down onto the 
table. The outburst made Lydia jump in her seat. 

Aon let out a disgruntled sigh and leaned back into the chair. His 
bare hand resting up over his mask, he covered his eyes in frustration. 

“Can I make a suggestion?” Lydia asked, not quite sure where she 
got the nerve. Perhaps she was simply past the point of fear affecting 
her sharp tongue. 

“By all means,” he said dryly. 

“Maybe if you weren’t wearing the claw, it’d be easier.” 

“Hm.” Aon took his hand away from his face and looked at his 
clawed gauntlet, lifting it up and turning it over in front of him. “Yes! 
Interesting theory. Let us test it, shall we?” He began unbuckling the 
straps that held it on. He had such a suddenly malicious and heavily 
sarcastic air that it made her nervous. Lydia didn’t understand where 
it came from. 

At least not until the gauntlet landed with a heavy metal thunk on 
the table next to her. Aon had tossed it in front of her after detaching 
it from his arm. 

Detaching it. 

It wasn’t hollow. 

It wasn’t a glove. 

Lydia covered her mouth in shock with both hands. Aon held up his 
arm, which ended at the stump of a wrist. He had no hand! His 
gauntlet was not a piece of armor—it was a prosthetic. 

“What a wonderful suggestion.” Aon gestured his ungloved hand at 
his empty wrist. “So much better, don’t you think?” 

“Oh god! Oh god, I’m so sorry!” Lydia cried, shifting back in her 
chair. She wasn’t upset with him; she was upset squarely at herself. 
How could she have been so brainless? “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even 
think—I didn’t realize, I thought—” 

“You thought what, exactly?” 

“That you just liked to wear it to scare people, not that—I’m so 
sorry! I’m such a bitch,” Lydia cried in dismay. 

Aon laughed as his anger at her dissipated. He picked up the glove 
from the table where he had tossed it and fixed it back onto his wrist. 
He began to tighten the straps once more. When he had finished, he 


gave an experimental flex and point of each finger in turn. “You are 
half right. I could wear a simple hand, but I prefer the claws, yes. But 
it is merely an adaption to a wound dealt me by Edu, long ago.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“T believe you. But do not pity me. It was in return for taking his 
tongue.” Aon laughed again, this time a sinister sound, a 
remembrance of glee at another man’s suffering. “I think I rather 
made out the better of us in the ordeal. I merely had to learn to write 
with my other hand.” 

Stunned and not sure what to do, she just looked down into her 
plate of food. She felt awful for assuming Aon’s glove was purely 
decorative. But she was also horrified at the idea that he had cut out 
another man’s tongue. “Why doesn’t it just grow back? I mean, if 
people get eaten and die all the time?” 

“The blade I used to remove Edu’s tongue was cursed. In the treaty, 
I used the same dagger to remove my own hand. After many 
thousands of years, we have learned how to truly hurt each other, my 
darling.” Aon returned to his work. He picked up the fallen needle and 
placed it back into the prongs that held it suspended. 

Lydia still felt incredibly guilty. “Do you want me to try?” she 
offered, gesturing at the machine. “I’m fairly dexterous, from my line 
of work.” It was an odd thought that popped into her head, but an 
honest one, so she went with it. 

He let out a small “huh” of surprise and looked at her with a slight 
tilt to his head. “Why...yes. I would appreciate that.” 

Lydia stood and moved to take his place, but he didn’t budge. She 
eyed him narrowly. “I’m not going to sit on your lap to do it.” 

Aon let out a comically exaggerated shrug and a wistful sigh. “For 
shame. Very well.” He rose from his chair and exited it with a 
flourishing bow to her as a gentleman might gesture to a carriage 
stairway. “My lady.” 

His antics made her smirk despite herself. He had a fiendish sense 
of humor, but the more she could see it for what it was, the less 
offensive it became. If she was going to be here with him for the rest 
of her life—however short that might be—she couldn’t very well 
spend the whole time cowering in fear. 

She sat in his chair and picked up the thread he had slammed 
down. She put the end of it in her mouth, wetting it to get it to stick 
straight. She realized that was something he couldn’t very well do, 
wearing a mask. 

Aon was standing behind her, his hand on the back of the chair. 
“Weave it through each end, then the hole in the tip, then on to the 
next.” 

She leaned in to do it and was glad when she found it not too 


difficult. She had to do hours of detailed work with corpses in her day, 
trying to remove flakes of metal from organs or bullets from inside 
tissue. It wasn’t the work of a surgeon—her people couldn’t die 
harder, after all—but it was still delicate work, mostly to protect the 
evidence, rather than the person. 

All in all, it took her a few minutes, but she finished without too 
much frustration. She pulled a decent length of the thread out the 
other side and smiled, happy to have done something useful—even if 
it was threading needles—in this weird world in which she had found 
herself. 

His hand settled on her shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze. 
“Thank you.” 

It was a genuine sentiment. No mocking, no threats, no keenly 
dangerous flirtation. Lydia looked up at Aon and smiled faintly in 
response. “You’re welcome.” 

“Now, move.” 

And it was over just as fast. But Lydia still found herself grinning 
and stood from his chair, stepping aside, and repeated his mocking 
flourish from before, turning it back on Aon. He sat back down and 
returned to tinkering, and so she went back to eating. All at once, she 
wanted to know what the device was for and knew she was much 
happier not knowing. 

“There is a gala here tomorrow night,” Aon said after about ten 
minutes of silence stretched between them while she finished her food 
and put the plate aside. 

“T’ve heard.” 

“T expect you to attend. Hopefully, without fuss.” 

“You could’ve just asked, you know,” Lydia said, repeating her 
sentiment from earlier when he had summoned her. 

“In this, I regret you do not have a choice,” Aon said matter-of- 
factly. “The other houses suspect I have killed or dismembered you. 
Or that I have removed your arms and legs and turned you into some 
manner of personal plaything,” he said just as casually, without any 
heed paid to the grotesqueness of his description. “To see you there in 
attendance, and not in chains, is a political boon.” 

“You’re a king. What do you need to play politics for?” 

“Ah, that it was so simple. All things flow smoother when the 
stream is unobstructed.” 

“T didn’t figure you for a poet.” 

“Do not worry, I did not write that.” 

Lydia was smirking again, and she looked away to hide her 
enjoyment of how weirdly witty the man was. It was easy to talk to 
him when he wasn’t stringing her along by the end of a claw. “All 
right. I’ll go.” 


“Good. Three of your friends will be in attendance.” 

Lydia didn’t need to ask which three—Evie was still locked up 
somewhere. It was a keen reminder that he had her prisoner. But the 
idea of seeing Nick made her smile. “You could have started with 
that.” 

“T wished to see if you would attend for my sake only.” 

Clever jerk. 

“Tve never been a party person, but I don’t see any harm in going. 
As long as I’m not on the menu,” Lydia muttered. 

“Worry not, that will come later in the evening. As I said, I do not 
care much for sharing.” Aon’s words were dark once more, and she 
looked away to hide her inevitable blush. But judging by his chuckle, 
it hadn’t worked. “You make this game too easy.” 

“And you need to stop saying things you don’t mean.” 

“Hm?” Aon looked up at her at that statement. “Clarify.” 

“Look, I get it. Sex isn’t a big deal around here. You guys are a lot 
more casual about it. Good for you. Viva la revolución, I don’t know. 
But I’m not used to people so...blatantly flirting with me when they 
don’t mean anything by it.” Lydia found herself indignantly trying to 
explain why she blushed when he made statements that held such 
deep innuendo. 

“You think I make such comments in jest?” 

“I don’t know what to think,” Lydia admitted. “But what I don’t 
think is that you...” She paused, not sure how to express it right. You 
either aren’t legitimately attracted to me and you’re just playing around. 
Or you are because it’s no big deal to screw anything that moves. I’m 
nothing more than a blip on your radar. “I’m just a freak anomaly. That’s 
the only reason I’m here.” 

“Interesting,” Aon said and rose from his chair and moved toward 
her. When Lydia went to stand, his hand on her shoulder pushed her 
back down to sitting. He grabbed the arms of the chair and twisted it 
around ninety degrees to face him. The wood of the chair on the floor 
made a dramatic dragging sound as Aon moved it. He held on as he 
leaned toward her. “Very interesting indeed.” 

“What is?” she said, feeling suddenly very small and unsure of 
herself. He loomed over her like a nightmare in black, long silken 
tendrils of dark hair with the stray gray hair as the only accent against 
his black metal mask. It set her heart thumping in her chest again, and 
she leaned further into the cushioned back of the chair as he leaned in 
closer. 

“If I did not find you worth my time, you would not be occupying 
so much of it.” It was a simple statement and said with a rumble in 
Aon’s chest. She felt her face go warm and cursed herself. He was 
right. It was easy to get her to blush. “If I did not find you worth my 


attention,” Aon purred, “you would not have it.” 

When she turned her head away, his clawed gauntlet lifted to turn 
her face back to him. He used the backs of his fingers, as he did not 
seem intent on threatening her with the points this time, at least. 

“I would have quite eagerly asked you to share my bed from the 
moment you arrived, but I knew you would refuse. It would have been 
unfair to you. But know this, my dear. I am not one to take lovers 
frequently, as so many do. I do not find many deserving of my 
affection,” Aon said as he shifted closer to her. “My interest in you 
may be many things, but you may rest assured that it is not feigned.” 

“J—” Lydia stammered and swallowed the rock in her throat, losing 
her words in the fear and the intensity that came with Aon’s nearness. 

He curled his fingers and let the ends of his sharp nails graze 
against her cheek. She shivered, shifting in the chair, goosebumps 
rising. He let out a deep, appreciative sound in his throat. “So 
responsive...” he nearly whispered. “I think you do not find my 
manner of flirtation as fearsome as you pretend.” 

Lydia started to argue with him, but the words died in her throat. 

With no small amount of horror, she came to the terrifying 
realization that he was right. 

Twisted up in her stomach like a pit of snakes were equal parts 
dread over what he was doing—at his claws, at his dark threats—and 
a terrible kind of excitement that matched it. Aon was a monster, 
chasing her in the darkness. Threatening to take her. And there was a 
real part of her that wanted it. 

That was enough to send her shoving the chair back away from 
him. Aon had to scramble to keep from toppling over as Lydia shot 
out from under him unexpectedly. 

He caught himself on the edge of the table and watched as she 
quickly moved to put the chair between them. Her heart was racing, 
and she knew her eyes must be saucers. “I—” She shook her head, 
backing up. “No. No, I can’t.” 

“As you wish.” Aon bowed low at the waist, and he took a step 
back from her. “You may always refuse me, as I said.” 

Oh god. Lydia needed to go back to her room. She needed to get 
away from him. She turned and headed quickly for the door, her mind 
reeling, her stomach still in a knot. 

She had nearly shut the door behind her when he called after her. 

“T will see you at the gala, darling.” 


Chapter Six 


All right, fine, Lydia had never seen a gala before, let alone one 
that looked like it was straight out of seventeenth-century France. 
Blame it on her for not knowing what to expect. 

But holy hell, this was a lot more than she expected it would be. 

It was a ghoulish and unintentional masquerade ball. Everyone 
wore masks all the time anyway, so to them, it was nothing out of the 
ordinary. For her, it was like something out of a surrealist film. 
Everyone was wearing their best attire in the colors of whatever house 
they belonged to. It looked like a twisting sea of gemstones, the way 
the colors glinted in the amber antique-style electric lights or 
overhead candles in their chandeliers. 

Everyone was dressed to the nines. And that included Lydia. 

It hadn’t been worth throwing a fit over when she woke up to find 
a dress on a hanger in her room. It was, of course, black lace. It was 
off-the-shoulder, with long sleeves and a neckline that dipped down 
dangerously in the center. It clung in layers down to the floor and 
trailed behind her by a few inches. It was far more daring and far 
more garish than anything Lydia would ever willingly wear, but it was 
still far less revealing than a lot of what the other women had donned 
for the evening. 

Lydia felt ridiculous and self-conscious. It didn’t help that every 
time she passed a small group of people, they would go quiet and 
watch her as she went by. 

Well, Aon had warned her. This was a political move on his part to 
show everyone she was okay. No bruises, no cuts, all limbs accounted 
for. Maybe she could down a few glasses of wine and find a dark 
corner to wedge herself and spend the night ignoring everyone and 
everything. 

“Lydia!” 

There went that idea. 

Looking up, Lydia couldn’t help but smile, surprised to see a 


familiar face, even if it was hidden under part of a mask. “Gary?” she 
responded and laughed as the man walked up and hugged her. He was 
wearing a deep purple suit and a matching tie with a black shirt 
underneath. He looked great, and she said as much to him. 

“Thank you.” He did a twirl for her, and she laughed. The man was 
still so endearing. “A far cry away from the foolish professor, I must 
say. And you look phenomenal.” 

Lydia smiled and looked away sheepishly. 

“Are you all right, my friend?” Gary picked up one of her hands in 
both of his. “Lord Maverick told me you were here, and I...well.” 

“Well, what?” 

“T expected to see you in a far sorrier state. If you were here at all, 
we all expected you would be...on display.” 

The way he said it made her stomach turn. It had been completely 
possible that Aon could have chosen to string her up like a Christmas 
goose and lay her out on a table. “It’s been fine, honestly,” Lydia had 
to admit. “Aon is...intense, but he hasn’t hurt me.” Now that she had 
to say it out loud, it sank in. He really hadn't. 

“T have heard tell he is a sadist and a madman,” Gary whispered, 
and he glanced away to see if anyone wearing black had come near 
them. “I have been worried sick over what he might be doing to you.” 

“I know he’s both,” Lydia said. “But he hasn’t pointed that in my 
direction yet, at least. Honestly, he’s treating me better than Edu did.” 

“Edu isn’t a liar. He’s honest, in all things he does. Aon is not. He is 
duplicitous and manipulative. Please, be careful.” 

“Pm doing my best.” Lydia tried to smile reassuringly. “For what 
it’s worth.” 

Gary looked up as someone called him from across the room. He 
squeezed her hand tightly before letting it go. “I must go. But it was 
good to see you.” 

Lydia said goodbye and watched him leave. Honestly, she was sad 
for it. It was nice to have someone to talk to, at least for a moment. 
Now that he was gone, she was left to the staring crowd. With a sigh, 
she wandered into the ballroom. 

It was enormous, large enough to fit throngs of people. It appeared 
well over a hundred guests were gathered around the edges alone. The 
ceiling arched high overhead in an awe-inspiring display of twisting 
and asymmetrical architecture. At the end of the room was a massive 
stained-glass window, stretching up fifty or sixty feet. In the center of 
it was a seven-pointed star, angled down. At each point was a colored 
circle that seemed to glow from its own source of light. Red, black, 
blue, purple, white, and green. The seventh was...missing. Again, a 
missing color. Lydia would have to ask Aon about that the next chance 
she had. 


The music sounded like someone had put an opera singer, a 
chamber ensemble, and a heavy metal band onto the same tour bus 
and stranded them in the Arctic for a year. The singer bounced back 
and forth between classical opera and the sharp-edged tone of a rock 
star. An electric guitar was playing chords and progressions usually 
reserved for a Spanish guitarist. 

It was eerie, it was strange, and it was morbid. Most importantly, 
like everything else here in Aon’s estate, it was dramatic and 
theatrical. It was over the top and bizarre, and in the context of 
everything else, it seemed to all flow together. Somehow, it worked. 

Lydia could see Edu towering over the crowd by one wall, leaning 
against the decor. In his far more rustic getup that looked like it 
belonged to a Viking warlord, he looked very out of place. 

A hand touched her arm, and Lydia nearly jumped a foot in the air. 
When she turned, she blinked. “K...Kaori?” Lydia hardly recognized 
the girl. She was wearing all red. Well, barely. The dress was little 
more than a series of straps over the top half and a concession at 
something resembling a gown on the bottom. She had a red mark 
emblazoned on her face, and she had a broad, bright smile right there 
alongside it. 

“Hi! I wanted to just say hello. Now that I know how to.” Kaori 
giggled. Lydia remembered that people of Under could speak all 
languages. 

“It’s good to see you,” Lydia said with a smile. “You look good.” 

“T feel great.” Kaori beamed. “This world is fantastic, isn’t it?” 

The girl wasn’t afraid. In the few hours Lydia had known her, Kaori 
had spent all of it balled up in fear. Now, she was bright-eyed and 
looked unafraid of anything. And judging by the faint bruises she saw 
on the girl’s arms in the rough shape of hands, she’d found out how 
she liked to enjoy herself. Lydia was happy for her, in a weird way. 
“Sure,” Lydia finally responded. “More for you guys than me, I guess.” 

“Yeah,” Kaori admitted, sighed, and snapped her fingers. “Oh! I 
wanted to tell you Nick Fell to the house of the shapeshifters. They 
aren’t allowed indoors when the moons are full. He’ll be outside.” 

Lydia’s heart bloomed in hope. Nick was here! 

“He’s such a nice boy. I can’t wait until Kamira lets him loose,” 
Kaori said with a predatory grin. “Although a leash suits him well.” 

Lydia didn’t want to think about Nick that way. Shoving those 
visuals in the back of her mind, she thanked Kaori and excused herself 
to head out to the gardens. It was nice to be outside. The cold touch of 
air on her face was a far cry from the heat of the crowds, and it was a 
great change. 

The twisting topiaries and hedge mazes of Aon’s gardens were 
stunning. It was a well-maintained work of art that she could wander 


for days, finding strange statues and odd fountains. The plant life was 
both familiar and foreign, and she suspected a lot of it was deadly and 
poisonous. She decided to take a look-don’t-touch approach with just 
about everything here in Under. 

A pack of people gathered toward the center, so she made her way 
there. When she walked up, she saw a familiar figure leaning against a 
stone column that was placed as a decorative piece. He was wearing 
all white, which was only a shade lighter than his skin or his hair. 

Lydia was surprisingly happy to see him. “Hey, Lyon,” she said as 
she approached. Only then did she realize he wasn’t standing there 
alone. The other person blended in surprisingly well against the hedge 
wall behind her. 

“How fare you, Ms. Lydia?” the Priest asked as she walked up to 
him. He was standing next to a woman that Lydia recognized from the 
night of the Fall. She wore a long green loincloth and seemed to don a 
few more pieces of decorative chains than the last time. And she had a 
tail that swished around behind her like a cat. Shapeshifters, she 
reminded herself dutifully. What did you think that meant? 

“Pm okay, I think. About as good as can be expected,” Lydia 
responded shyly. The woman with the tail had piercing green eyes, slit 
like a cat’s. It was intense, to say the least, the way the woman was 
watching her as if putting her under a microscope. As if just by glaring 
alone, she could unearth all of Lydia’s secrets. 

“Better than expected, I should say. You have all your limbs 
accounted for,” the woman said and held out her hand to Lydia. “I am 
Kamira, Elder of the House of Moons.” 

The elder of the house Nick had Fallen into. Lydia reached out and 
shook the woman’s hand. Her grip was strong, which was not a 
surprise. Lydia did her best to smile warmly. “A pleasure. I’m—” 

“T know,” the woman interrupted with a smirk. Kamira dropped her 
hand and returned to where she was leaning up against Lyon. The 
gesture was far too familiar to just be friendly. Huh. Well, good for 
him. 

“Pm looking for Nick,” Lydia began. “I was wondering where he 
was? I was told he was out here.” 

“He will be happy to see you. You are all he has spoken of. He 
wished to charge in to see you, but we generally aren’t ‘allowed’ 
indoors, as if the warlocks could stop us,” Kamira said with a 
nonchalant shrug. “We are not fond of buildings, with or without such 
restrictions. Come.” Kamira walked away, leading her and Lyon 
farther from the estate. 

The gardens were decked out for the party just as lavishly as the 
interior. If there were a whole house not allowed inside, that would 
explain why. There was a small pack of people standing about the 


center of the garden maze. The plaza was dominated by a large 
fountain depicting monsters and demons, twisted about each other in 
a confusing and tangled mess. Some were the prey, some were the 
hunters, and some were both, it seemed. 

Perched atop the fountain was a creature with long, spindly limbs 
and wings. It had dish-like ears and a stunted muzzle. It was a giant, 
humanoid bat. 

It wasn’t the only strange monster in the courtyard, either. Another 
one looked like it may have been half panther. Another resembled a 
dog crossed with a lizard. “These are my people,” Kamira said with a 
grin at Lydia’s wide-eyed expression. 

These were shapeshifters. It was one thing to hear they existed; it 
was another thing to see them. There were people gathered about as 
well, drinking and laughing. Some had horns or tails or wings or claws 
or canted legs like a beast. Some had several of the above at once. As 
she stood there and watched, one of the massive creatures by the 
edges moved and in mid-stride changed its form to that of a human to 
grab a drink from a passing waiter. 

“Lyd?” 

Oh, thank god! 

Lydia threw herself into the arms of the person who raced toward 
her. She knew him on sight, even if he was wearing a weird collection 
of scraps of leather for clothing and had a wooden mask covering over 
a third of his face. “Nick!” Lydia almost wept with joy. Lyon tugged 
on Kamira’s arm, and the two walked away, leaving Lydia and Nick 
alone. 

“You’re okay! You’re okay. Oh, fuck, I’ve been so worried...” Nick 
was squeezing her tight and had his head buried into her shoulder. “I 
tried to come, but they chained me up, and they wouldn’t listen—” 

“Tt’s just so good to see you,” Lydia interrupted. She held him tight 
and tried to keep tears from escaping. 

Finally, he let go of her to move back half a step, resting his hands 
on her shoulders. “Holy shit, Lyd. You look, um, you clean up okay.” 
Nick laughed. 

It was still Nick. Unable to simply compliment somebody. He, 
meanwhile, was bruised and scraped up. There was a red and purple 
ring around his neck from where something had been cinched there. 
“And you look like shit. What happened?” 

“Tm learning. It’s hard. But I’m getting there.” 

“T figured you’d wind up a servant.” She reached up and tapped her 
finger on the wooden mask on his face. From the looks of things, he 
had quite a few marks to cover. 

He snorted and shrugged. “Yeah, well, I guess I’m worthwhile to 
somebody, finally. Lyd, I went into that pool, and suddenly everything 


made sense. Everything. I can’t explain it. It’s like...I finally know who 
I am. I finally know where I belong. And people here? They look at 
me, and for the first time in my entire goddamn life, I feel like I 
matter.” 

Gary had found purpose. Kaori had found freedom. Nick had found 
value. Lydia had found a living nightmare. Lydia was proud of Nick, 
and honestly? A little jealous. “I’m glad you’re doing okay, man.” 

“Pm doing fine. This place is pretty wild when you get used to it. 
Have you seen Kaori? Shit. Do you think I’m allowed to howl at 
women now?” Nick snickered, then quickly changed the subject, 
seeing the look on Lydia’s face. “How’re you? I heard about what 
happened between you and Edu, and now...you’re here. I’ve heard 
Aon is a major asshole. But, I mean, you can’t be doing too badly.” He 
looked down at her and smirked cheekily. 

Lydia slapped her palm on his chest. “Asshole.” 

“No, seriously, how are you?” Nick insisted. 

“Tm terrified. ’'m afraid every second someone’s going to tear my 
arms off.” 

Nick stepped in and hugged her again. “I’ve heard the warlock is 
nuts. Has he hurt you?” 

“No.” She had to admit it out loud again. Aon wasn’t mistreating 
her. Not really. “He’s just...a bit much.” 

“Understatement of the year.” 

“You all belong here now.” Lydia wrapped her arms around him 
and let her head rest on his shoulder. “You’ve all found something 
here. I...I know I’m going to die. It’s just a matter of when and what 
gets me first.” 

“T know.” Nick was always shit at comforting people. He wasn’t 
ever one for platitudes or making people feel better. It was still the 
same guy. Still her best friend. Somehow, it broke her heart even 
worse. 

“My lady,” someone interrupted them. Lydia pushed away from 
Nick and turned to see a servant dressed in all black bow before her. 
“Master Aon wishes to speak with you.” 

“Speaking of.” Lydia sighed. 

“See you soon,” Nick said as he shoved her shoulder in a familiar 
gesture, although he had to know neither of them could say that for 
sure. 

Lydia could only smile at him weakly as she walked away and 
followed the servant through the gardens and back inside Aon’s grand 
estate, up the flight of stairs, and they returned to the ballroom. 

Aon stood by a small group of people dressed in white, blue, 
purple, and red, each listening to him speak with interest. He was 
wearing a black tuxedo that looked as though it dated from the turn of 


the century. His long black hair was tied to the back of his neck in a 
ponytail, although some strands escaped and fell along the sides of his 
black metal mask. Lydia realized how imposing he could be, even in a 
situation like this. 

As she approached, all eyes went to her. Holy hell, Lydia hated that 
sensation. Aon turned to her with an “ah!” and excused himself from 
speaking to the others. He stepped toward her. “My dear, you look 
absolutely...ravishing. Did you have a moment to meet with your 
friends?” 

“T did. It meant a lot to get a chance to see them all,” Lydia replied, 
looking back to him with a smile. “I don’t know if you had anything to 
do with it, but if you did, thank you.” 

Aon bowed his head. “I thought perhaps it might give you some 
peace of mind.” 

The song had wound itself down to a close, and there was a round 
of polite applause from both the dancers and the onlookers as the 
couples bowed to each other and moved from the floor. 

Aon lifted his hand, palm up, interrupting her thoughts. He offered 
her his gloved hand, not the clawed prosthetic. “I wondered if you 
might dance with me.” 

“I, uh—” Lydia stammered uselessly. “I don’t know how to dance at 
all. Like, literally, at all.” The idea of dancing in front of everyone 
made her feel as though she were standing on the edge of a cliff. “I’m 
going to just embarrass you.” 

“Tt will not be a problem, I promise you.” Aon sounded deeply 
amused. “Take my hand, and none will be the wiser.” 

People were watching the scene unfold with rapt interest. Lydia 
swallowed nervously. This was why she never signed up for drama 
class; she hated being on stage. One woman was leaning into another 
woman at her side, whispering. 

“If a teapot starts singing, I’m out,” Lydia muttered. Aon wouldn’t 
get the joke, but it didn’t matter. 

Aon was patiently waiting. The musicians were even watching 
them, wondering if their king would take to the dance floor. Lydia 
realized everyone—quite literally everyone—was holding on for her 
response. 

“Oh god,” Lydia said through a breath and put her hand in his. He 
closed his fingers around her and gently led her out to the floor. 

“A flattering nickname, I must say,” Aon teased. “Tell me, is that 
what you will pick, were I to make you cry out in a moment of bliss?” 

It was so blunt, so direct, that Lydia’s face lit up like fire. “I’m not 
even going to respond to that. It was a cheap shot to see my face turn 
colors,” Lydia shot back. 

Aon chuckled at her reaction as he took her to the center of the 


floor. “Touché.” He tilted his head in concession as other dancers 
filled in around them. “And it worked.” 

At least they wouldn’t be there by themselves. His hand curled 
along her lower back, and she placed her hand on his upper arm. Oh 
hell, she was nervous. “What kind of dance is this going to be?” 

“If you do not know how, does it matter?” 

“Touché.” 

The music began. It was a classical chamber ensemble lead-in 
played by an electric guitar. It was a bizarre combination. It was met 
with chords from a harpsichord at the same time the singer began to 
sing in a language she didn’t understand. 

With that, they began to move. Aon was leading her, and Lydia 
really had nothing to do with it. She should be terrified. She should be 
locked solid. She should be a staggering mess, even if he knew what 
he was doing. Somehow, she stepped along with him in time to the 
arching and theatrical minor key combination of heavy metal and 
opera. 

“Now, is this so bad?” Aon asked, again goading her as they 
gracefully spun through the sea of twisting colors of the figures 
around them. She felt as though all of this was some strange 
nightmare. 

“T guess not, but—” Lydia started, but Aon cut her off as he twirled 
her in time with the music, and when she returned, their bodies were 
nearly touching as he pulled her in tighter. 

Instead of going taut, instead of pressing away from him, her hand 
was now against the back of his shoulder. She hadn’t put it there. 

Lydia hadn’t been doing any of this. 

It took her an embarrassingly long time to realize she wasn’t in 
control of her actions or of her body and the way she was moving. 

Aon was. 

“You’re doing this,” Lydia accused, her eyes going wide in fear. 
“You’re controlling me again.” 

“Of course. Is this not how your people dance in your world?” Aon 
asked with false innocence. He knew perfectly well otherwise. “Every 
partner upon this dance floor has surrendered control to the other. 
One to the other, in equal, knowing, harmless, and temporary 
submission. It is how we dance in Under. Is this not better? More 
graceful?” 

“Stop it.” 

“Is this not what dancing is at the core? Willful surrender to 
another?” He was terribly proud of himself; she could tell by his tone. 
“At least in our world, it must not always be the man who leads.” 

“Stop it!” 

“Oh? Which? The music or my control over you?” 


“Either. Both.” 

“One would disappoint the other dancers, and the other would 
make you a fumbling mess. You could break this spell if you truly 
wished to do so. It is a parlor trick, nothing more. You are strong- 
willed. If you want to plant your feet and go no further, do it.” 

Lydia stayed silent and glared at him, even as they continued to 
dance. 

“Go ahead, then, free yourself of my command and see the result.” 

When Lydia still didn’t answer, Aon chuckled. “Of course, you do 
not wish to do so, for you would become a staggering embarrassment. 
I see how you hate being the center of attention. You would rather be 
my temporary puppet than be laughed at by the others.” 

Lydia growled under her breath at how she couldn’t deny it. The 
last thing she wanted now was to trip all over herself. Even if she 
could break herself of his control, she suddenly didn’t want to. But it 
was his fault for putting her in this situation. “This isn’t a game.” 

“Isn’t it? This is a harmless dance. You are in control of your own 
mind. I have merely borrowed you for the duration of a song. There 
are fifty other people around us doing the same. Is that so offensive?” 

“Yes. Yes, it is. This isn’t okay. You know that, right?” 

“I fear I do not,” Aon said as the dance continued. Strands of his 
long black hair brushed against her face. “You relinquished control 
the moment you took my hand.” 

“T didn’t know this is how you people dance.” Lydia tried to keep 
her voice down as best she could. “That isn’t my fault.” 

“Nor is it mine. If I am to be held liable for all you do not know, the 
magnitude of my crime would be beyond comprehension.” 

“You’re not doing this for any other reason but to watch me 
squirm.” Lydia glared at him, even as they continued their bizarre 
dance. 

“T am doing this for many reasons, my sweet. Do not presume to so 
quickly understand my motives.” Aon’s quiet air of a threat rumbled 
in his chest, enough that she could feel it even more than she heard it. 
“You willingly approached me and took my hand, an act witnessed by 
all in attendance. You are unharmed. Any concerns the others may 
have that you are my weeping, tormented prisoner are now suitably 
assuaged.” 

Her leg was suddenly around his, hooking onto Aon as he dipped 
Lydia backward. He was doing it to taunt her, and it made anger and 
fear in equal parts tangle around in her stomach and vie for 
supremacy. When Aon tilted her back up, her body was pressed flush 
against his. “Yet,” he rumbled in his chest again, “I will admit I am 
deeply enjoying this for other reasons as well.” The music had 
stopped, and he held Lydia against him tightly. She could feel the 


warmth of his body through his tuxedo, and it made her hold her 
breath. 

All at once, Aon released her, and Lydia felt her ability to control 
her own body snap back over her like a light switch. She took a quick 
step back. She felt her hands curl into fists. 

That asshole! 

Lydia wanted to shout at him or to slap him, but that would likely 
only succeed in ensuring he cut off her hand. 

“Careful...” Aon warned, seeing the look of wild-eyed anger etched 
on her face. 

He took a step toward her and she another one back, and the desire 
to punch him didn’t fade. “Don’t come near me.” 

“Be wary. This was not an insult to your pride. This was merely a 
necessary political demonstration.” Aon tilted his head back just 
barely—the words haughty and imperious—the words of a king. 

His tone was what turned her red-hot anger into cold, seething 
hatred. Lydia let out a small, disingenuous laugh. So that was how this 
was going to be. Fine. 

Lydia stepped into him and lifted onto her toes to put her head 
close to his. Aon bowed his head in response, eager to hear what she 
was going to say. “Ever since I came here, I’ve heard about what kind 
of a monster you are. The liar, the sadist, the manipulator, the 
disgusting fiend. I wanted to take a moment to thank you...for 
proving them right.” 

Lydia took a step back and turned from Aon without another 
glance. If she did, she’d lose control of her temper again. Lydia walked 
from the ballroom without looking at anyone. She was going to go 
back to her own rooms, lock the door—for what good it would do— 
and contemplate hanging herself from the bed’s canopy with a sheet. 

Passing a waiter, Lydia snagged the bottle of wine out of his 
startled hands. She didn’t care at this point. She was halfway strung 
between anger and tears and needed to get away from it all. From the 
garish decor, the lavish party, the strange music, and from Aon. From 
all of them. 

“Ms. Lydia, wait—” someone called after her. 

She stopped walking but didn’t turn around. She knew the voice 
already. “Leave me alone, Lyon.” 

The sound of footsteps behind her slowed to a stop. “Please, tread 
carefully with Master Aon...” 

“I don’t care anymore!” Lydia whirled to glare at Lyon. “Everything 
in my life is gone. Everything. All I have left is myself, and he wants 
to prove he can take that away from me too. I don’t care if he’s angry. 
Let him kill me. Let him torture me. I thought—” She clenched her fist 
at her side as she choked up and felt tears threaten to fall again. No, 


she wanted to cry in privacy, not in front of the tall, pale statue of a 
man. I thought I was just starting to catch my footing. I thought I was just 
starting to find a baseline. I thought he wasn’t what people made him out 
to be. “I was wrong.” 

Lyon shut his eyes and hung his head, and for all intents and 
purposes, he might have been a cemetery angel, weeping over the 
grave of some damned and forgotten soul. And chances were, to him, 
she was. Lydia resumed her retreat to her room and made it there 
without any other interruption. Shutting the door behind her, she 
threw the lock and leaned her back against it. 

Finally, then, she let herself release a cry of frustration and anger. 
She punched the wall, hard enough to jar her wrist and send a 
glancing sting of pain up through her arm. That had been the point. It 
was wonderfully cathartic, and she let out a wavering sigh. 

Walking into the room, she took a swig from the bottle of wine, 
then put it down on a table by the door. She wanted out of this stupid 
dress. She wanted to get trashed and sit on the floor and cry. 

She made it about two steps before a hand twisted in her hair and 
yanked her head back hard. 

“Ignorant child,” a voice seethed next to her head. Aon. “You think 
to presume that you have suffered? That you know the depths of my 
cruelty because we danced? You become too bold. Let me correct your 
assumptions. Let me show you whose mercy you truly enjoy!” He 
laughed harshly, and the world shifted around under her feet. 

It felt like that gateway from Earth to Under all over again. 
Everything ripped around her like physics itself had conceded in a 
fight. Her stomach lurched dangerously as the sense of movement 
came to a halt as quickly as it had begun. 

He threw her to the ground, and she fell painfully, barely able to 
catch herself on her hands before she impacted it at full force. When 
she landed, it was not on a lavishly tapestried carpet, but rough stone. 
The air smelled damp and carried the tang of spilled blood. That and 
the mix of a scent like acid stung her nose. 

“See now what you could suffer at my whim. Look upon my work 
with despair.” 

A hand in her hair yanked her back up to standing and threw her 
forward. She staggered blindly and caught herself on a table. It rocked 
with the impact. It took her a solid few seconds to truly understand 
what she was looking at. 

Evie. 

The girl was strapped to a table, a wooden gag shoved in her mouth 
and viciously held onto her head with tightly cinched leather straps. 
Her lips were chapped and broken and looked as though they had 
already been chewed past the point of bleeding. Her eyes were pale, 


glassy, and unseeing. 

Her skin was ghastly pale. Lydia knew what a dead body looked 
like. But dead bodies didn’t whimper like Evie was. Thick needles that 
looked more like they were meant for horses than humans were fed 
deep into her body, maybe a half dozen in total. The skin around the 
needles was purple and blue in harsh bruises where they dug into her 
arms, her legs, and one looked as though it fed directly into her heart. 
At the back end of each needle was a glass tube attached to a hose 
that trailed off to a machine next to the table. 

The machine let out a click as it turned on with a timer. It whirred 
and came to life. There was a horrifying suction noise as Evie 
screamed into the gag and thrashed in pain. The glass tubes at the 
backs of the needles filled with blood. Or at least some blood. There 
should be more than that... 

Unless it had already been taken. 

Evie had been here for days, after all. 

There was another whirring sound, and it took her a moment to 
realize Evie’s left arm was trapped inside another machine. It was a 
series of needles at strange angles. It looked almost like a sewing 
machine and a tattoo gun had a deviant child. That machine, Lydia 
recognized. 

It was the one she had helped Aon thread the previous night. At the 
back of the apparatus was a vial of purple liquid, and it was stitching 
black thread into her skin. The thread oozed with the same color of 
violet that was in the tube. 

The machine was creating small marks. The same language of the 
Ancients. Stitching into her skin like the girl was a living quilt. 

Aon’s hand was in Lydia’s hair again and yanked her head 
backward. He was at her back, keeping her pinned between him and 
the table on which Evie was strapped. “This is my work! This is why 
the others fear me. For I can take the marks from their flesh as I see 
fit. I have drained from her the pure and saturated source of her 
power she previously bore and am now attempting to stitch new ones 
back onto her.” 

“Why?” Lydia struggled, but Aon was too strong. He wrenched her 
head painfully in response, and she let out a cry and stopped fighting 
before he snapped her neck. 

“Such is the goal of my work. I seek to learn to bestow marks at my 
discretion. And your friend here...has become another part of my 
experiments.” The metal of his mask touched her cheek as he pressed 
in tighter to her. “Do you see how she suffers? Isn’t it quite beautiful?” 

“Stop, please—” 

“No! Not until you understand how much of a fool you are!” Aon 
snarled at her. “She has lain here, like this, as part of my experiments 


since you decided to run from Edu. You live lavishly in my home, 
every need cared for and a guest at my ball. Yet you think yourself 
mistreated? Bah!” Aon threw her head forward, almost doubling her 
over the table, as he stormed away from her, growling in his throat. 
“It was a game, nothing more. What she suffers is far from the childish 
imposition I paid you.” 

She made it about one pull on a leather strap to release Evie before 
Lydia was suddenly on the ground, the wind nearly knocked out of 
her. Aon stood over her, his fists clenched, towering over her prone 
form. He was a terrifying thing from a nightmare, cast in stark 
shadows in the dim light. “Audacious creature...” 

“Let her go,” Lydia begged as she pulled herself back up to 
standing. “Please.” 

“No. Our work is not yet done.” Aon pointed back at the machine 
with his metal-clawed hand. It glinted in the dim light. “You wound 
the thread that mutilates her. You have a hand in her suffering, same 
as I.” 

Tears ran down from Lydia’s eyes unchecked. She didn’t care at this 
point. “Let me take her place.” 

He let out one loud burst of laughter and shook his head. 
“Worthless. You would die in an instant, and even if you did not, you 
have no power for me to wield.” 

The suction began again, and Evie screamed, muffled into the gag, 
the scream ending in a broken sob. With it, Aon turned his back on 
Lydia and moved to go back to the table as if to inspect his work. 

Lydia stepped in between them, and Aon pulled up his steps as she 
did. “Let her go, please...” 

“No.” 

There was nothing she could do. And as loathe as she was to admit 
it, Aon was right. She’d lived as his guest for the past week. What he’d 
done in the dance hall was nothing compared to what he was doing to 
Evie. The dance had only been Aon toying with her for political gain. 
It was a game to him. This was not. 

Something in Lydia broke at that thought. Something in her just 
gave up. “Pll do whatever you want. Anything. Just, please, I can’t let 
her stay like this...” 

A clawed finger curled under her chin, lifting her face to meet his 
masked one. All the anger in his voice was gone, and instead there 
was a strange quiet intensity. “Anything, you say. Tell me, what do 
you have that I could want?” 

“T don’t know,” Lydia admitted, barely louder than a whisper. 

Aon stepped into her, narrowing the distance between them, calling 
her bluff and testing her commitment to her words. She wavered but 
held her ground. “If I commanded you to undress, to give yourself to 


me, would you do it...?” 

“Yes.” Lydia meant it. 

“You would kneel before me to spare another’s suffering?” Aon 
pondered. When Lydia tried to turn away, his clawed hand shifted to 
clasp her chin and pull her back to him. Firm, but not forceful. “How 
charmingly selfless.” Aon pushed her back suddenly, and she wound 
up between him and the table once more. “How utterly naive.” 

“I won't let her stay like this.” 

“You have no say in the matter. You are powerless.” 

Yet again, Aon was right. There wasn’t anything Lydia could do. If 
he locked her away, she could only claw at the doors until her hands 
bled. Still, how could she have any hope of freeing Evie? There was an 
odd sort of calm that came along with the realization of how utterly 
helpless she was. “Then just kill me, please,” Lydia said, looking down 
at his shoes. 

“Oh, do not be so melodramatic.” Aon sighed and stepped into her. 
This time, Lydia didn’t withdraw from him and just shut her eyes as 
he slipped up to her. “You do not mean those words.” 

“Don’t I?” 

“T fear I am not allowed to take a life, by law. But shall I go fetch 
Edu, then? He will gladly take you up on your offer.” 

Lydia cringed and, squeezing her eyes shut, lowered her head. Once 
more, he was right. Once more, he had her backed—literally and 
figuratively—into a corner. 

Sharp claws drifted down along the neckline of the dress, drifting 
along the swell of her bust and toward the center. They turned north 
to trace the edge of the necklace she wore, and it felt like knives were 
running over her skin. Lydia shivered as his hand curled around the 
back of her neck, settling there, with his thumb at the side, pressing 
against her thudding heartbeat. 

“If I wished to kill you, I would have found the means. If I wished 
you to suffer, you would be. If I wanted to see you a broken, empty- 
eyed creature bent to my every whim...I could have it. I desire none 
of this.” 

Lydia didn’t open her eyes. “Then what do you want?” 

She felt the touch of a metal mask against her cheek, and his mouth 
was close to her ear. “Can you concede that, while you feel dutifully 
insulted, you have not been truly wronged by me?” Aon whispered. 
“That my game was cruel, but that you are unharmed? That your 
insults were born of indignant anger, not of honest hate?” 

Lydia nodded, unable to find the words in her throat, which felt 
like she had swallowed a ball of cotton and it had become stuck there. 

“Can you come to admit that you are my guest, and enjoy my 
protection, and that you are not my mistreated prisoner?” 


Lydia nodded weakly again. 

“Perhaps...I should not have played so viciously with you in public. 
I was thinking only of how it would benefit me and how delightful 
you would look when you realized what I had done.” 

“T want to go home.” 

“This is your home now, Lydia.” 

Lydia let out a choked sound and desperately tried not to cry in 
front of Aon. But tears slipped down her cheeks regardless. She 
managed to keep the sobbing at bay, at least. Aon wrapped his arms 
around her slowly, pulling her into an embrace. It was a hug, and he 
ran his gloved hand up and down over her back. As if he was really 
trying to console her. 

“The girl will be set free immediately,” Aon whispered into her ear 
again. “Pardoned of all crimes. She shall live on the outskirts, free of a 
house or a master. She shall have all this, but know that you owe me. 
You owe me a favor, and someday, I will call upon it.” The machine 
behind her clicked off, and she heard Evie weep, muffled and 
agonized, behind her. 

The sensation of motion again as the world melted around her, and 
when they reformed, she would have fallen if it weren’t for Aon’s arms 
still being wrapped around her. He had brought them back to her 
room. 

Aon stepped away from her, and when he spoke, his voice was no 
longer angry or intense but jovial and casual, as if nothing had 
happened. “Goodnight, Lydia. I must attend to my guests. I will see 
you tomorrow, as per usual.” He bowed and, with that, was gone in a 
blink. 

Lydia sank to the carpet and cried. 


Chapter Seven 


Lyon dropped to one knee, bowing his head before the man on the 
giant wooden throne before him. Fires crackled and burned in metal 
cauldrons, casting the room in drastic flickering light. He knelt before 
his king. Even if Edu was no longer the reigning king, he was still 
royalty and Lyon’s superior. 

“Please rise, Lyon,” Ylena said from beside the throne, her crimson 
lips upturned in a kind smile. “Lord Edu scolds you for such deference. 
You know it is not necessary.” 

Lyon stood and bowed his head. “Old habits, my lord.” 

He had been summoned here to Edu’s home to speak with the King 
in Red. The massive man was reclined on his carved wooden throne 
depicting a score of dragons tangled about each other, roaring their 
eternal and silent battle cries. 

Edu rubbed a hand along the underside of his chin, scratching the 
stubble of a beard that was just visible under the lip of his mask. 
“Lord Edu wonders after your opinion of last night’s affairs.” 

An odd request. Lyon kept his quizzical response from showing on 
his features. Keeping a placid expression was both his gift and his 
curse. He realized Edu was likely asking his opinion, as he had never 
attended one of Aon’s events. Edu was always asleep in his crypt when 
it had historically been held. “I did not note anything out of the 
ordinary. Whispers and politics, perhaps, but little else.” 

“Have you ever known Aon to dance?” 

That time, he could not help but furrow his brow. What, precisely, 
was Edu asking after? What was his goal? Aon’s behavior with Lydia 
was strange, but the warlock was a madman, and men of such natures 
were, by definition, unpredictable. Especially when given a bauble 
such as a mortal prisoner. Edu certainly knew this. The warrior king 
knew the warlock better than anyone else, alive or dead. There was no 
question Edu still heavily suspected the girl of being a part of some 
deep and dangerous plot that circled around Aon and likely still 


desired her death. While Lyon did not wish the girl to die, he was 
sympathetic to the concern, nonetheless. “Why do you ask?” 

“Please answer the question, Priest,” Ylena said, and Lyon had no 
doubt the king had not used such gentle language, judging by his body 
language. Lyon knew the empath often worked to soften the man’s 
behavior in translation. 

“T have not seen him dance with a partner before at one of these 
events, no,” Lyon responded. “He is toying with the girl. It is plain to 
see that she is caught on his strings. I believe, as well, he wished to 
demonstrate she was alive, unharmed, and under relatively little 
duress.” 

Edu looked off, debating Lyon’s explanation of events. He looked 
back at Lyon after a moment. “The girl Evelyn has been pardoned of 
crimes and released, has she not?” Ylena asked. 

“Yes.” Lyon was surprised at the swift change in subject matter. It 
meant something else was moving behind the scenes, and Lyon was 
not happy for his own unwitting part in it. 

“Why?” 

Lyon could only shake his head in an admission that he did not 
know. Why the girl had been freed in the midst of the event and 
shuttled off by Aon’s servants, he could not say. 

“Where is she now?” Ylena asked for her king. 

Lyon shook his head again. “I do not know, my lord. Forgive me.” 

“Master Edu wishes you to discover her location and report it back 
to him.” The woman in crimson barely moved as she spoke. Her long, 
straight, black hair cut a sharp contrast to her flowing crimson dress 
and matching mask. 

“What of Master Aon?” Lyon asked. “Such inquiries will raise his 
suspicion.” 

“Lord Edu cares not for Aon’s suspicions, any more than he cares 
for anything else of the man,” Ylena said, and anger cracked her voice 
briefly. She was an empath, after all, bound to his emotions. Her 
response flared in time with the clench of one of Edu’s fists. She 
managed to temper herself before continuing to speak, her voice 
turning calm once more. “He has no claim over the girl now that she 
is freed of her crimes. She belongs to Maverick’s house, and it is a 
matter between the Elder of Words and Edu. Lord Edu is insistent that 
you do as he has asked.” 

“Yes, my king.” Lyon folded a hand in front of his waist and bowed. 
It was clear Edu was dismissing him now, and he turned to walk from 
the room. 

Was he now subject to the whim of two kings? Should he tell Aon 
what Edu had bidden he do? What manner of war would that bring? 
No, that was out of the question. Lyon’s mood darkened accordingly 


as he realized the state he was now in. Were he still the elder of his 
house, this would not be the case, but he had given that up a long 
time ago. 

Lyon was at the mercy of them both now. 


What a bucket of misery. 

Just the entire thing. The whole thing was one ten-gallon bucket of 
depressing, and Lydia was wallowing in it. 

She had taken up sitting in the thick windowsill of one of the large, 
arching windows in her room. It overlooked the gardens below, and 
she could see the hedge maze in its entirety from up here. The 
fountain in the middle was glinting in the light of the several moons 
that soared overhead. It was, if the clock was to be believed, two in 
the afternoon. It was funny that Under used the same system to 
measure time as Earth, but as everyone here had once been a human, 
she supposed it made a little sense. 

Lydia had been sitting here for hours. All damn day, actually. The 
windows had interior wooden pocket shutters, and when she leaned 
her head back against them where they folded away, they clicked 
against each other. 

Her mind would not stop retracing the events of last night. Going 
over it all, again and again, rethinking every second, every word, 
every decision. Each time she went through it, she hoped she’d 
remember something new to help her in her turmoil, to no avail. 

It had been fantastic to see Nick. He was a...were-something-or- 
other now. If his mask was any indication, he was relatively high up 
in the ranks. He had finally found somewhere people would see him 
as having value. It was a far cry from the life of an internet junkie and 
entry-level security guard. As weird as it was for her, she was happy 
for him. She was honestly glad he had finally found somewhere he fit 
in, even if it was as a were-whatever. 

Lydia decided after hour six or seven she needed some fresh air. 
Needed to get out. Even if it was only to the hedge maze below, she 
didn’t care. She threw on a thigh-length black coat she found in the 
wardrobe and struck out into the estate. She was beginning to really 
know her way around, and it wasn’t long before she stepped out into 
the chill air. It felt terrific, and she let out a sigh of relief as she 
headed down into the maze. 

Maybe wandering in circles would help her clear her mind. 

It reminded her of the Public Gardens, with rows of statues and 
carefully maintained plants, all meticulously arranged, as if to be 
viewed from high above. It was funny that it mattered so much what 


the gardens looked like from higher than the average viewer would 
ever see it, and yet she could tell by the twisting walkways that it was 
a work of art. Winding and asymmetrical, as was everything else in 
this world, but with a definite purpose. 

Three moons glowed overhead, blue, white, and green. It painted 
everything in a teal hue that was beautiful, if eerie. The plants here 
clearly only needed the light of the moons to live and flourish. She’d 
never seen anything like the plants on display, and like everything in 
Under, they looked distinctly dangerous. 

Look, don’t touch. 

The statues stood like cemetery angels, dotted in the darkness, 
catching the reflections of overhead moons, like lonely guardians 
caught in poses both stoic and horrific. She reached the colossal 
fountain she saw the night prior at the gala where the House of Moons 
had come to hang out. It was genuinely fascinating for Lydia to learn 
that all the famous monster myths had been born out of this place. 
Vampires, warlocks, werewolves, witches, who knew what else? Lydia 
wondered what other great monsters were inspired by the creatures of 
Under. Dragons? Sea monsters? 

Warlocks. Lydia’s thoughts circled Aon like a penny around a drain. 
She winced at the memory of what had happened between them. Aon 
had taken advantage of her—in as harmless a fashion as that man 
might be capable, but he’d done it nonetheless—and she had lost her 
temper. Then she learned what a real temper looked like. 

Oh god. Poor Evie. 

Lydia had been wandering the hedge maze for an hour now, maybe 
longer. She didn’t really care. It wasn’t like she had anything better to 
do. Like hell if she was going to wander into Aon’s library at this 
point. There was no telling where they stood now after last night’s 
altercation. 

It was after another half hour of mulling over her own misery that 
she heard something rustle from behind her. Turning, there was 
nothing there. It was the first time since coming out here that Lydia 
suddenly felt unsafe. As if on cue, there was a growl at her back. 
Whirling around the second time, she saw the same result—nothing. 

Time to go back inside. 

Lydia quickly headed around the corner from which she had come 
and blinked. There was nothing there. Just an alcove with a statue 
looming over her. No. No, she had definitely come down this way. She 
knew it! 

Another growl from the darkness, and she didn’t have time to 
debate the impossibility of her exit being blocked. She turned and 
went the other direction from the demonic rumble, walking quickly. 
She wouldn’t run. Whatever was there might be spurred on by that. A 


right, a left, and another right, and she found herself right back where 
she started ten minutes before. 

Lydia blinked. The statue in front of her was unmistakable. It was a 
man with a spear through his chest, and he was clinging to it in both 
agony and joy. A half mask sat at his knees. She had seen this exact 
statue before. 

The growl near her broke her out of her debate, and this time, she 
ran. Left, right, straight, left, straight, another right, and... 

The same statue. 

This isn’t possible! But she was in a world of monsters. Of myths and 
magic. She was trapped in a hedge maze that reminded her more and 
more of something from the Red Queen’s palace in Alice in 
Wonderland. Lydia was concluding that maybe—just maybe—her being 
lost wasn’t her fault. 

The maze itself might be to blame. It was moving. It was alive. And 
it was being a dick. 

This time, when she heard the creature snarling, she turned and 
caught sight of it. It blotted out one end of the maze. It looked like ink 
splattered onto the world, black tendrils writhing and stretching out 
toward her. Its shadow moved out of sync with its body as though 
they were two separate monsters. It was reaching across the ground as 
if the source of light that was casting the shadow was changing. 

Lydia screamed and ran, tore away at full tilt, running for her life. 
The thing was going to do something awful, and she didn’t need to 
know what. This time she went right, straight, left, straight...and 
came across the same statue. 

Letting out a sob of hopelessness, she just kept running. Now the 
creature was nipping at her heels, chasing her through the maze. Each 
time she went to turn one way or the other, the nightmare creature 
was there, blocking her path. It had too many limbs. Its shadow was 
reaching ever closer to her, eldritch and horrible. 

In an ill-timed move, she stepped on its shadow while attempting to 
flee from it. Lydia screamed as it snapped around her ankle and 
tripped her, dragging her painfully to the ground. Lydia struggled and 
fought as it began dragging her across the cobblestone ground toward 
its shadowy mass. It didn’t even look as though it could possibly be 
grabbing her, merely that she was cast in its shadow. 

Lydia kicked and fought and managed to break free of the tendril 
that had caught her. Scrambling up to her feet, she ran once more, 
fleeing as fast and hard as she could. 

For what little good it did. 

She was in a dead end. 

The hedgerow ended abruptly in front of her. Her heart sank into 
her stomach, and she let out a whimper of fear. 


“Boo.” 

Lydia screamed at the voice hovering close to her ear. She whirled 
and didn’t even realize what she had done until she had kneed the 
person behind her squarely in the gut. The figure in all black let out a 
surprised and pained unf as her flight response turned into fight, if 
only for a moment. Cornered and terrified, she ran past the figure 
without even stopping to think about what had happened. Panic 
consumed her. 

A sharp-edged laugh was at her back as she found the nearest 
corner and turned. 

Stairs. 

Lydia hadn’t been expecting stairs. 

Her foot left the top row, and it wasn’t until the ground was 
rushing abruptly up toward her face that it even occurred to her that 
anything was wrong. Once more, Lydia screamed. 

Something impacted her from behind as she tumbled toward the 
ground. The world was a blurry mess as she finally landed. But not on 
stone. Whatever she had fallen on was slightly softer. 

And it groaned in pain. 

Lydia’s cheek was pressed against warm fabric. Not cold stone. Not 
a ghastly shadow monster. Her head was still reeling, her heart 
pounding in her ears as terror caught up with her as she remembered 
the beast that was hunting her. Lydia thrashed, and it wasn’t until 
then that she realized arms were wrapped around her, cinching tighter 
as she struggled. 

Someone was chuckling, pained and amused at the same time. 
Looking up, finally, Lydia saw where she was, sprawled out face-down 
on Aon’s chest. He was on his back, lying on the ground, and she was 
on top of him. His masked metal face was raised slightly to look at 
her. 

Lydia had run full-tilt off a half flight of stairs, and he had caught 
her. The groan of pain had been from him, from taking the impact 
instead of her. “Something’s—” 

“T know.” Aon chuckled again. 

“But—” 

“Do you think I would let anything else hunt you? I’ve told you I do 
not like to share. Although...” Aon laid his head back down on the 
stones and grunted. “I believe I both won, and lost, this little game.” 

“That was you?” Lydia pushed herself up onto her elbows on his 
chest and went to roll off him. Instead, he grabbed her wrists in both 
of his hands and pulled her hands up over his head, which pulled her 
weight off her elbows, and she landed flat back against his chest. “Let 
go of me.” 

“In a moment.” Aon bent his knees, and she went wide-eyed at 


what she felt underneath her as she was sprawled on his chest with 
her legs between his. “I am enjoying this.” Yes. It was suddenly very 
clear he was. 

“Pm not!” she squeaked and felt her face light up like he had set it 
on fire. “Let me go, Aon!” 

With a disappointed sigh, he released her hands. “I promised you 
could always refuse me. Very well.” She scrambled off him and stood. 

Aon lay there for a moment as if mourning her absence before he 
too rose to his feet and brushed himself off, straightening his clothes. 
“T would ask for thanks for saving you from emptying the contents of 
your skull all over my garden maze, but you would likely point out 
that if I had not been chasing you, you would not have been in such a 
predicament, I suppose.” 

Lydia gritted her teeth. Yes, exactly. It took a lot of the bluster out 
of her argument when he made both halves of it for her. “Why were 
you chasing me?” 

Aon was straightening his cufflinks. “You were far too tempting, 
wandering about my maze, lost in abject misery. I couldn’t pass up 
such a wonderful game. And oh, how beautiful you were. So stunning. 
So terrified...” 

“What were you going to do if you caught me?” Lydia was afraid to 
know the answer but felt obligated to ask. 

“Whatever your heart desired,” Aon purred, voice dusky and 
dripping like wax once more. 

Lydia turned to walk away from him, her stomach in knots and 
feeling far too confused to deal with this. As she rounded a corner, 
Aon was standing there directly in front of her again. She jumped, 
startled, and growling in anger, couldn’t help it. She drove her fist into 
his chest, losing her temper. “Stop doing that!” 

When she went to punch him a second time, his hand caught her 
wrist and pulled her toward him. Before she could say or do anything 
else, Lydia was back in his arms. “What is this? This is not your 
typical response. You are angry with me. Why?” Aon seemed honestly 
confused. 

“You don’t know?” Lydia shoved against his chest, trying to push 
away, but this time he wasn’t having it and kept her caught tight. 

“Tt is over your friend Evie. Over our dance last night.” He sighed. 
“T had hoped we settled this.” 

She didn’t know where her outburst had come from. Maybe she had 
just had enough. She pulled back and slapped Aon flat across the 
metal mask. It hurt her far more than it hurt him, she was sure. Her 
hand stung as he rocked his head to the side with the impact. Lydia 
forced herself out of his grasp and took two steps back from him. Now 
she was a dead woman; she knew it. 


Well, if she was going to die, she might as well make it count. 

“Settled this? Settled what, exactly?” Lydia felt tears stinging her 
eyes. “What part? That I’m here against my will in this goddamn 
world? That you’re toying with me for your own sick enjoyment? Or 
that you were torturing my friend? What part have we settled? 
Remind me!” Lydia was at her wits’ end. Being chased through his 
hedge maze certainly hadn’t helped matters. 

Aon stood there silently, watching her. He didn’t move as she 
ranted. Once she was done, he let the silence hang in the air for a 
long, tense moment before speaking. “Your friend Evie was a fugitive. 
A prisoner who had committed a crime. You may disagree with what 
our world may be, but it was my right to dole out her punishment as I 
saw fit. She would have been in my care for a few more weeks before 
she was set free to live her life. Edu would have ended her life instead. 
Would you have preferred that sentence?” 

“You were torturing her!” 

“It was that or permanent death. At least the torture she suffered 
served a purpose. She played an important part in my experiments. 
Which would you have chosen for her? A few weeks of agony, or the 
void? Tell me.” His voice was even and low. Not upset, not passionate. 
It was though he were trying to talk down a panicking deer. 

“I don’t know,” Lydia responded honestly and wiped at the tears 
that pricked at her eyes. 

“Answer me this, then. Would you rather be Edu’s prisoner or 
mine? At worst, you would be dead. At best, he would demand your 
body at his every whim. Which would you prefer? That, or to be 
subject to my—admittedly—childish games?” Aon took a small step 
toward her. “I would not have hurt you...” 

Lydia froze as Aon took another step forward and reached down for 
her hand. She didn’t know what to do except let him take it. And just 
like after her nightmare, he placed her palm against his neck. She felt 
his heartbeat once more, thudding underneath her touch. He cupped 
his palm to the back of her hand, keeping it there. Lydia suddenly 
understood why he was doing this. It was an attempt to humanize 
him. To make her realize he was more than just a demon in a mask. 

“As for your imprisonment upon this world, yes, that I cannot deny. 
If I could return you to Earth, believe me, I would. But that is outside 
my power to grant. I keep you here to keep you safe. Safe from those 
who would harm you.” 

“You were just hunting me,” she reminded him weakly as he 
stepped closer. The warmth of his skin under her hand brought 
something very strange out of her that she didn’t know what to do 
with. She did her best to ignore it, but it was growing much harder to 
do as time went on. 


“Yes, and I reveled in it. If I had caught you, and if you had even 
begun to surrender to me...I would have ravaged you. I would have 
taken you as mine. I would have shown you bliss as you have never 
known,” Aon purred darkly. It set her cheeks on fire once more as he 
placed his clawed gauntlet upon her hip. “But you refused me. As is 
your right. As was my vow. But know I would hunt you through this 
maze once more in a heartbeat. For the joy of it. For the hope you 
might change your mind.” 

Everything was too confusing. It was all too much. Aon was all at 
once compassionate and a monster, hunting her in the shadows and 
consoling her in the light. A gentleman and a beast, who was asking 
permission to do terrible things to her. In the same breath, she was 
terrified of him, hated him for what he had done to Evie, and yet she 
understood the logic behind his reasoning. Lydia would have chosen a 
few weeks of torture over permanent death for her friend. 

Worst of all, the threat of what he wanted to do to her made her 
cheeks go warm. Lydia’s hand was still against his neck, and the 
feeling of it made her imagination run wild. Made her wonder what 
would happen if he had caught her. She shut her eyes and lowered her 
head, looking away from him, unable to face his metal mask. 

“Are you changing your mind?” Aon asked teasingly. 

That broke her out of her turmoil, and she glared up at him. 
Perhaps that had been his point, as he laughed and released her. 

“Come, darling. Let me show you the way out.” He held out his 
human hand to her. 

As her heart lodged in her throat, Lydia put her hand in his. 


This was a desolate place. It hovered on the edge of the 
encroaching void that was slowly consuming their dying world. Edu 
recognized the village through which he walked, his boots thudding 
heavily against the packed dirt of the street, adding the only noise to 
the oppressive silence that loomed about him. 

No other creatures would come this close to the edge of existence. 
Edu could see it on the near horizon, that endless nothing that was 
shrinking their world ever smaller. This had once been a thriving 
village of creatures making their livelihoods, yet now it sat abandoned 
and empty. Empty, save for the terrified few who had nowhere else to 
go. 

No creatures would choose to live here if they had any other 
choice. Ylena walked behind him, her footfalls too light to make any 
sound against the dirt and gravel. Only her presence in his mind was a 
clue that she was still near him. As they walked through the rows of 


empty and abandoned homes, he heard the shutters of one window 
quickly close. As if that would protect them from his arrival. 

He was not concerned with these exiles and outcasts. He cared not 
for their plight or their suffering. He was here to find one person in 
particular. 

Reaching the house he was told to find, he walked up to the door. 
The Priest had done his duty, as he always would. Lyon was one of the 
few in this world Edu felt he could trust. 

He could see firelight flickering through the slats of a door that had 
once been poorly constructed and was now steadily rotting away. In a 
rare show of manners, he lifted his hand and rapped his knuckles 
against the softened wood surface. 

There was no answer from within. Edu knew the girl was here. He 
knocked again. 

“Come in,” she answered finally, her voice tight in fear. Of course, 
it would be. Even if she did not know who had come to see her, any 
visitor would be an unwelcome one. He pushed the door open and 
stepped inside the dingy, dilapidated abode. 

Evelyn sat by the fire, a blanket pulled tight around her. The young 
girl once had such a life about her, but now she had a pale, sallow 
tone, and her yellow eyes that were the mark of her house were wide 
and fearful. They had lost their flicker of mischief. 

It would take a long time to heal from what Aon had done to her 
small frame. And some wounds were irreparable. The warlock had 
seen fit to drain her dry and remove the power from her body. 

When those big eyes looked at him, her face twisted in terror, and 
she flew out of her chair. She collapsed against the wall, arms 
clutched to herself in utter panic. 

“Be still, little one,” Ylena said gently from beside him. “Master Edu 
has not come here to harm you.” 

“Please, please,” she begged weakly. She sank to the floor, 
cowering in fear, arms moving to cover her head. “I can’t—I don’t—” 

Fear was nearly palpable in the air. She could only beg him to 
rethink whatever horrid violence she was convinced he was about to 
wreak upon her. 

Ylena spoke for him once more, as he would never speak for 
himself again. The warlock had seen to that, as well. “If he had wished 
you dead or harmed, he would have done so already. He could not 
stomach your death when he reigned as king. Do you think he would 
change his mind now that you are free?” 

Edu took a slow step toward the girl when her hands lowered 
slightly from her face. She winced, but she did not flee. He 
approached like one would a deer, caught in the torchlight of a 
hunting party. When she did not bolt and merely watched him with 


those wide, beautiful green eyes, he sank down to crouch in front of 
her. 

“Master Edu could not stand to see you punished for what would 
have been lauded in his own house,” Ylena said, her voice even and 
measured, as it always was. “In his home, you would never have had 
cause to suffer. You could have risen above those whose weak souls 
were gifted such false power over you. You dallied as his prisoner, for 
he mourned for the task he would have been required to perform. Aon 
has been forbidden from granting anyone true death, ever again. For 
once, Master Edu is glad for the treaty. He is glad that you have been 
pardoned.” 

Evelyn was watching him, and although she still trembled, she 
lowered her arms to her lap. Her eyes were wavering on the edge of 
curiosity. Good. She was beginning to believe his words and that he 
was not a threat. 

The desire to speak for himself was a keen-edged knife at this 
moment, as he wanted to tell the girl how he would have taken her 
under his wing if he had been allowed. But her crimes demanded 
otherwise. The little redheaded spitfire was a charming creature he 
had marveled after for some time. He had already tasted her and was 
found wanting her company yet again. He wished to protect her. To 
keep her as his own. 

“He wishes to offer you sanctuary within his home,” Ylena said. As 
she did, Edu held out his hand to the young girl. “Away from this 
bleak and dreary place.” 

“Why...?” 

“He wishes to see what you can become, where the strength of your 
soul is all that matters.” 

“But... Maverick—” 

“Will have little to say over the matter, he assures you.” 

Evie hesitated. Edu could see it in her expressive features, scattered 
as they were with those beautiful freckles against the pale 
background. How he wished the life restored to those empty features. 
Aon had no right to do what he had to the girl. 

Please, Evelyn, Edu begged the girl silently. Ylena thankfully did not 
convey his words to her this time. 

She placed her hand in his, and it was dwarfed by the size of his 
palm. He took it carefully and stood, helping her rise. Her legs gave 
out, and he quickly moved to scoop her up into his arms. She was 
weak, exhausted, and broken, and had not likely eaten or been given 
any provisions by Aon upon her arrival. 

Then he saw the thread stitched into her arm as she slumped 
against him, now barely conscious. The skin around the thread was 
bruised and swollen and wept fresh blood. The thread was etched in 


the recognizable, if indecipherable, symbols of the ancients. 

That cretin. 

Edu tried not to tense for fear of scaring the girl. He merely held 
her in his arms and turned to signal Ylena that it was time to go. 
Before he vanished from this forsaken place, he vowed to all the gods 
of old, that for what he had done, one thing was certain. 

Aon will pay. 


Chapter Eight 


Lyon had become accustomed to sleeping outdoors. He spent most 
of his nights at Kamira’s side, and the woman would not sleep indoors 
unless she had little choice. After his duties as a priest of the 
Cathedral of the Ancients were concluded for the day, he would find 
his way into the deep woods, where Kamira and her pack would 
camp. 

The shifters traveled in small groupings, each with their own alpha 
and beta. Each had their own pecking order and hunting rights. 
Kamira was, of course, alpha of her own group. The other shifters in 
her pack had become nervous of late, and Lyon could hear them 
moving about nearby. There was a new addition to the pack. A new 
pup—the boy, Nicholas. Lydia’s friend from the mortal world. 

When Lyon arrived, the boy was sitting with his back up against a 
tree. He looked battered and bruised, likely having been involved in 
altercations to discover the new rank order. Judging by the number of 
marks in emerald greens that ran down his arms and bared chest, he 
was a formidable foe. 

Shifters did not care for age; they cared only for strength. If 
Nicholas had challenged another and won, it was by his right. Kamira 
was lounging on a rock on the other side of the clearing, stretched out, 
an arm underneath her head, dozing. 

Lyon walked up to her and leaned down to kiss her. Kamira smiled 
before the kiss landed. Despite her sleeping appearance, she had 
sensed his approach. Lyon was never able to successfully catch his 
wife unawares. Not in the fifteen hundred years they had been 
together. 

“How fares the boy?” Lyon asked quietly. 

“Just fine. Already Nick has defended himself against another and 
declared them the new omega.” Kamira smiled and opened her green 
eyes to look up at him. “He is a fine addition to my hunters. He 
dispatched Renar without much trouble, if much whining.” 


“I can hear you, you know,” Nicholas complained from the other 
side of the clearing. “And that guy threatened to rip my dick off.” 

“And you did as you must to protect it.” Kamira laughed. 

“This sucks.” Nicholas sighed. 

“T do not understand why you use that word that way, Nick. I know 
what it means, but not how you use it.” Kamira turned his head to 
watch the boy. 

“Tt means this blows,” Nick grumbled. 

“I know what it means to suck and blow,” Kamira said with a 
fiendish grin. “But again, you say it as if it is a bad thing.” 

Nick stood up and glared at Kamira. “You can tell what it means!” 

“Yes, boy, I get the gist. I am teasing you is all,” Kamira smirked. 
Lyon observed the two silently, as he always preferred, watching and 
listening. “You are wound too tight. Perhaps your friend Kaori should 
pay you another visit.” 

Nick walked off into the woods. 

“The young ones are too much fun,” Kamira said with a smirk. 
“They know all they must know of Under when they rise, but they 
adjust so differently. It is always so entertaining to watch.” 

“Be kinder to him, my love. He likely frets for his friend,” Lyon 
advised. 

“He also hates being beaten. He may have won the last fight, but he 
lost the previous four.” Kamira snickered. Lyon leaned down to kiss 
her once more, and she wound her hand into his suit coat. “Our world 
is not kind. He is learning this.” 

“As is his friend.” 

“You should go to her.” Kamira smirked again. “She will need a 
calmer presence. Take pity on a girl whose only company is Aon.” 

“T do not believe he means to harm her. But your point is taken. I 
will look after her as much as I can.” As much as Lyon suspected 
anyone could. 


Lydia’s dreams were quiet, for once. No nightmares, no Aon. The 
warlock had led her from his horrifying hedge maze and brought her 
to the door to her room and bowed to her, wishing her a good night. 
Sleep had sounded amazing. 

When she woke up, she had the overwhelming need for a cup of 
coffee. Dressing, she went to fetch a mug and went out to stand on 
one of the balconies overlooking the hedge maze. Funny how innocent 
it looked from up here. Just a maze. Not a weird, living, magically 
rearranging, evil hedge monster. 

Sipping the cup, she was glad they had something that tasted like 


coffee here. It wasn’t the same, but it was close enough. Her thoughts 
were once more circling Aon and how she felt about him. The answer 
was that they were complicated. It was clear she found him more than 
a little attractive and that his presence was as deeply alluring as it was 
incredibly alarming. 

But he was a monster. And you enjoy that, Lydia argued with 
herself. A creature that played games and hunted her. Even as he’s kind 
to me. He tortured Evie. Instead of killing her. Lydia was his prisoner. 
So he can protect me. 

If only half her head would learn to shut up. She was starting not to 
care which side. She sighed and looked down at her cup and spun it 
between her fingers. 

“Ms. Lydia,” a voice said from beside her. 

“Sweet Jesus!” She whirled, startled out of her wits, nearly spilling 
her coffee off the edge of the balcony. Lyon was standing there, 
watching her with an apologetic smile. 

“Forgive me, I did not mean to scare you.” Lyon folded a hand in 
front of him in a slight bow. 

“Oh, holy hell, god damn it all. You stupid people and your 
teleporting! You’re going to kill somebody. Namely, me.” 

“T did not teleport.” Lyon was still smiling faintly. “I walked up.” 

“Well then walk louder or wear a bell or something.” Lydia let out 
a faint laugh and sighed. It wasn’t his fault. “It’s fine. It’s fine. I need 
to get used to it. Hi, nice to see you,” she finally greeted Lyon. 
“What’re you doing here?” 

“There is a meeting today of all the heads of the houses of Under. 
As Aon is a newly risen king, there are politics to discuss.” Clearly, he 
dreaded the subject. 

“Are you here with Kamira, or, uh...” She realized she didn’t know 
what the creepy little guy was called, the one who ran Lyon’s house. 

“Otoi,” Lyon provided, and he smiled, even if there was a sudden 
sadness in his eyes. “Neither. I am asked to attend by a matter of 
exception.” 

“Why? You’re just that awesome?” She grinned. 

“I was once the Elder of the House of Blood, not Otoi. The elder of 
the order of priests who dedicate themselves to the Ancients,” he 
responded matter-of-factly. As if it were something he had become 
accustomed to saying. 

“Oh...’m sorry.” Should she ask why? She hated this kind of 
moment. Like a coworker saying something about their mother being 
sick and not knowing if she should follow up a question. The answer 
might be anywhere between the sniffles and cancer, and either way, it 
was probably awkward. 

“Be not so. I gave up my rule so Kamira and I might wed. Two 


heads of house are not allowed to be joined in such a way.” 

How sweet. She didn’t figure this place for anything like that. 
“What’s marriage like in a world like this? Where everybody just...” 
screws around, Lydia finished silently, not wanting to offend him. “I 
mean, why make it official?” 

“T understand your confusion. It means we are recognized legally as 
one,” Lyon explained. “Should something happen to one, the other 
may claim full recompense regardless of house. More importantly, no 
king or elder may wield our bond nor can they pit us against each 
other in warfare or for political gain, against severe recourse. It means 
our love is...untouchable by others.” 

“Huh.” Lydia looked off into the distance thoughtfully. Yes, that 
probably did come in handy. “And, let me guess, you’re a secret 
romantic.” 

“I am,” Lyon admitted, and when she looked up at him, she found 
him smiling kindly down at her. “Kamira protested. But I eventually 
wore her down.” 

What an oddly endearing man. Lydia smiled back at him before 
speaking again. “So you’re here because...they still want you around?” 

“No one respects Otoi. Least of which Master Aon,” Lyon explained. 
“Keeping me in the shadows is a means of undermining him.” The 
conversation lulled for a moment, and Lyon seemed very interested in 
turning the conversation away from himself. Suddenly, she realized he 
might be a little shy. “I am quite happy to see that you are...intact. I 
was anxious, after the events of the gala.” 

Lydia laughed and shook her head. “He didn’t hurt me. He showed 
me things I wish he hadn’t. But he didn’t hurt me.” 

“Like what, if I may pry?” 

“My friend Evie, from Edu’s prison,” Lydia said sadly. “He showed 
me what he was doing to her.” 

“Ah...you are the reason she was set free. I loathe considering what 
you bargained away for such a thing.” 

“A “favor,” Lydia said with air quotes. 

Lyon was silent, and when she looked up at him, he was gazing off, 
a troubled line between his brows. 

“What?” Lydia asked. “That bad, huh?” 

“No, forgive me,” Lyon apologized and studiously smoothed his 
expression again. “It is simply unlike Aon to bargain with someone 
with, well, such limited impact. A favor from you is...” He trailed off 
as he realized he was going to insult her. 

“Worthless,” Lydia said with a grin, and Lyon cringed at his 
mistake. “It’s fine. It’s true. A favor from me is worthless. I have 
nothing to offer. I might be dead in a week when something here 
decides to eat me. I don’t think that’s what he was after. He was trying 


to get me to accept I’m trapped here and there’s nothing I can do 
about it.” 

“Did his plan succeed?” 

She paused for a moment and looked down at her shoes. “Yeah. It 
did.” 

“You speak as though you have admitted some great flaw, that you 
are weak in accepting your current conditions. It is not, for if you 
were to rail harder against the bars of your gilded cage, you would 
only injure yourself in your attempts. Nothing else would come of it. 
Better to conserve the parts of your soul that you can and accept 
things as they are.” 

It was a good point. Somehow, taking advice from a man who was 
nearly two thousand years old was an easy thing to do. He’d seen it 
all, she figured. Which lead her to her next question. “Lyon? I have...a 
strange question.” 

“Do not hesitate to ask me what you will. It is the least I could do 
to someone in your plight.” 

“You sure? It’s awkward.” 

“There is little you could ask me that would be a surprise.” 

“Does Aon typically have girlfriends?” 

“Excuse me?” 

Right. Old. Very old. “Sweethearts. Paramours. Y’know, lovers.” 

“Ah.” Lyon paused and looked off thoughtfully again. 

So much for not being able to surprise him. Lydia sipped her coffee. 
It was starting to grow cold. “I can’t tell if he’s just flirty because 
everyone here likes to sleep with everyone else, or if he’s...I don’t 
know. It’s a stupid thought. Forget I asked.” 

“I have not known Aon to show true romantic interest in another. 
He has taken a lover from time to time. Yet the interest has always 
been fleeting.” 

“Fleeting why?” 

“Aon breeds a deep-seated feeling of disdain and disregard for all 
around him. Very few can keep his interest for long.” Clearly, Lyon 
did not think very highly of the warlock. 

“Oh.” 

“He is reclusive, even to those in his own house. He rarely speaks to 
others, entertains guests more rarely, and confides in no one. Even his 
own second in command is often left guessing as to what his goals 
may be. To take a lover for longer than a night or two of physical 
pleasure is a strain for him, I imagine.” 

That was very different than Lydia’s experience with Aon. He 
seemed to seek her out, to enjoy her company, and to want to talk to 
her. If she said she wanted to spend the day at his side, she was 
confident the man would say yes without hesitation. But Lyon painted 


a picture of a man who locked himself away in his tower. Evie had 
done the same. Indeed, everyone she’d talked to so far told her of a 
very different man than the one she had met. 

Lyon interrupted her thoughts. “When Aon finds a lover...” He 
paused again, as if afraid to continue. 

“Say it, please.” 

“T do not think it would be helpful.” 

Lydia glared at him, and Lyon shook his head, muttering something 
about always finding himself in these situations. “When he is known 
to take a lover, I think it is a matter of conquest. Once the deed is 
done, I believe he grows bored and quickly discards them.” 

Ah. 

That explained it. 

Lydia looked straight ahead, not able to meet Lyon’s gaze. Lydia 
was Aon’s new toy, the one who turned down Edu. He’d get his 
giggles, and that’d be that. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing. It’d 
make her life more comfortable if he was bored with her. It’d be less 
unpredictable, at least. 

Why did the thought of Aon becoming bored with her hurt so 
much? 

You stupid girl. He’s playing you. That’s all, she ranted at herself in 
her head. 

“Ms. Lydia, are you all right? I am sorry if I have upset you.” 

“No, it’s fine. It explains everything. ld rather not go into this 
ignorant of what’s going on.” 

“Has he been making attempts to...eh...secure your affections?” 
Lyon asked warily. 

Lydia laughed. He was so bashful about it, it was adorable. “You 
mean, has he been trying to fuck me, Lyon?” The look on his face at 
her harsh use of language was worth it, and she laughed again. “Yes. 
He has.” 

“Please come to the library.” 

Lydia winced and put her hand to her head. 

“He has summoned you?” Lyon guessed correctly. 

“Yeah,” Lydia grumbled. “At least he asked this time.” 

“Go, then. It is best not to keep the man waiting.” Lyon put his 
hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry for any undue strife he is bringing 
you. Please, let me know if there is anything I can do to help.” 

Lydia smiled and put her hand on his. “Thanks, Lyon. That means a 
lot.” The tall vampiric priest smiled back at her faintly before she 
heard Aon’s voice in her head again. 

“Now, please.” 

“Yes, okay, ’m coming,” she said begrudgingly and walked back 
inside. “Bye, Lyon.” 


“Goodbye, Ms. Lydia.” 

It took a few more minutes for her to find his library in the winding 
corridors. She knocked on the door, and hearing a voice bid her 
inside, she opened it before realizing it hadn’t been Aon’s voice. Too 
late. 

“Oh. Uh—” Lydia was looking at a group of people standing around 
the room. Some she knew, some she didn’t. Lyon had mentioned a 
meeting, and she had just walked right into it. “Sorry, I’ll go.” 

“No, no, do come in, my dear,” Aon called with no small air of 
amusement. He was seated at the head of the table, fingers steepled in 
front of his masked face. 

“You must be joking,” said the fat little man in white who reminded 
her of what would happen if the Michelin Man had an affair with a 
particularly ugly puffer fish. 

“Be quiet, Otoi. She is a guest in my home and learning about our 
world. I see no harm in having her here. Does anyone else object?” the 
warlock in black asked. 

No one else spoke up. Shyly, Lydia shut the door behind her and 
edged into the room, trying to stay out of sight. She thought maybe 
she’d hide in the darkness of the massive library, where it might be 
safe. 

“She is so adorably skittish,” Kamira said with an oddly flirtatious 
laugh. 

“T have a sense of self-preservation,” Lydia shot back at the horned 
woman. 

“Then you are wise beyond your years,” the woman with pure 
white hair and the blue mask said. Her words carried like a stiff icy 
breeze in the room, and it killed the grin on Kamira’s face. “I am glad 
to know you are well.” 

“You already knew, Ziza,” Maverick said from across the table from 
the white-haired woman. 

“I am making conversation.” 

“Well, stop.” Maverick mustered a dry smirk. “It’s unnerving, at 
best.” 

Around the table, she recognized only Maverick and Kamira. The 
woman in blue with the white hair and the matching white eyes—Ziza 
—she hadn’t met except at the Pool of the Ancients. Same with the 
pug in white, Otoi. Green, black, white, blue, and purple were 
accounted for. Red was missing. Namely, the giant ox in the skull 
mask was notably absent. 

Maverick beat her to the question. “Where is King Edu?” 

“Busy, said his attendant.” Aon provided a dismissive shrug. “It 
matters not. This meeting would have occurred without him anyway, 
and he knows it.” 


“Then Oanr would have attended in his stead.” Kamira leaned back 
in her chair and spun her glass of wine between her fingers. “We 
should not call the meeting without all houses in attendance. Such is 
custom.” 

“Edu deigned not to attend. He is the one who dismissed the 
custom,” Aon argued back, “not I. Nor did he send a replacement, 
unless you wish his squire to sit in our conference?” 

“Then we cancel,” Kamira snapped. “Simple as that.” 

“What do you think, my dear?” Aon asked Lydia, and she froze like 
someone had swiveled a pair of moving spotlights onto her. And yet 
again, Lydia didn’t know her lines. 

“Wait—what?” Lydia stammered, not having expected being spoken 
to. 

“I second her question,” Kamira said with an incredulous huff. 
“What are you doing, asking her? She is not of Under.” 

“The perfect reason for her to adjudicate on our debate. She is 
unbiased,” Aon replied. 

“Unbiased? You are well aware that is a crock.” Maverick tapped 
his finger on the table thoughtfully. “She has been under your 
influence for well over a week. That amount of time is all it takes—” 

“To do what, precisely? Bend her to my will? I do believe Ms. Lydia 
would take offense to such insinuations. She is not my slave.” 

“Please. You mean to tell me you haven’t mounted that mare and 
broken her in yet?” the little weasel in white said with a snort. “What 
kind of fools do you think we are?” 

“It matters not what you may think.” Aon laughed once, 
dangerously. “I do not find the need, such as you, to force my partners 
into bed.” 

Otoi snickered. “At least once I get a partner in my bed, I can keep 
them. Pll tell you what. Since you don’t want her, if you tell her to 
wrap that pretty little mouth of hers around my cock, Pll let her 
decide whether or not we hold this farce of a meeting.” 

Okay, fuck this guy. 

Lydia walked from the shadows and to the edge of the table and 
knew the look of rage on her face would have been clear enough to 
prove she wasn’t about to take the slimy little cretin up on his offer. 
When she spoke, it was a thin hiss. “Aon? May I?” 

He silently gestured for her to continue. 

Every ounce of frustration and anger she had pent up in her since 
this stupidity all began came out in one swift moment. Lydia picked 
up a metal tray off the table and decked Otoi across the face with it. 

It made an amazingly cathartic clang as it nearly bent in half. Lydia 
had struck the man with every ounce of fury she had stored up. She 
chucked the tray against the wall, where it fell with a loud clatter. She 


wasn’t done yet. Lydia grabbed Otoi by the shirt collar, twisting it in 
her hand and making the man sputter, already in shock, but now she 
was cutting off his air. 

“Listen to me very clearly, you hideous, repulsive little piece of 
shit. Do not ever speak to me like that. Or I swear to god, I will take 
that mask off your face, fold it in half, and shove it so far up your ass 
they’ll need to make an incision in your chest to get it back! Do you 
understand?” When Otoi didn’t answer, Lydia slammed his head 
against the back of the chair. “I said, do you understand?” 

“Y—yes ma’am.” Otoi held up his fat, overstuffed hands in a show 
of surrender. 

Lydia let go of him and wiped her hand on his napkin, more out of 
a show than anything else. It was about then her anger cooled enough 
to wonder if she was going to get in trouble for accosting the head of 
a house. 

Aon was laughing. Loudly. He was slapping his gloved black hand 
against the table, and he wasn’t the only one caught up in amusement. 
Kamira was cackling in joy, clapping her hands at Lydia’s efforts. Even 
Ziza, who looked like facial expressions might cause her pain, was 
smiling. But it didn’t seem like it was out of enjoyment at Otoi’s 
suffering, but some other kind of peace that Lydia couldn’t name. 
Maverick was trying his best not to smile and was failing. 

“You are not wrong, Aon. She is of her own mind. Very well!” 
Kamira said through her laugh. “Yes! Let someone with that kind of 
spine judge for us. Tell us, Ms. Lydia. The House of Flames is absent, 
by their own admission. But this is a meeting of all the houses, as is 
required to be held after the reign of a new king begins. What should 
we do?” 

Lydia walked away from Otoi, letting him sputter and cough, and 
walked to an empty spot on the table and leaned her arms against the 
back of a chair there. It was so surreal to be asked this question when 
she felt she knew so little about Under. “So, first of all, I don’t even 
know what you people talk about at these meetings. From what I can 
tell, Edu and Aon are opposing forces. If this is supposedly a meeting 
of all the houses, it’s silly to have it without someone from that house 
here. But Edu elected not to attend, which is weird. If it were me— 
and I’m really not saying it is—I guess I would wonder what Edu’s so 
busy with that he couldn’t be here. Or at least send somebody.” 

“A question worth answering,” Maverick said and leaned back into 
his chair. 

Aon was silent, fingers steepled in front of his face again. What he 
was looking at, or what he was thinking, was impossible to guess with 
him wearing a full mask. 

“So...I suppose...” Lydia kept talking, confused as to why Aon was 


playing this game with her, “I’d cover the parts of the meeting that 
don’t involve a vote...and everything else, Pd wait until Edu decides 
to show up.” 

“Well! Leave it to the mortal human to have the level head.” Aon 
finally sat up in his chair. “We shall cover matters that are not a 
subject requiring a show of hands, and all others we shall defer until 
Edu’s distraction has resolved itself, one way or another. Are we 
agreed?” 

“Aye,” said all—even Otoi, reluctantly. 

“Thank you, my dear.” Aon motioned for her to sit. 

Without any idea of what else to do—which was how she went 
about her life in this place—she took a seat. Far away from the others, 
but at the table, nonetheless. The meeting went on, and it was just 
about as dry and uninteresting as a conversation about the politics of 
a bizarre and morbid parallel world could be. 

Aon’s posture clearly indicated his boredom. He was leaning 
heavily on one arm of his chair, and she wondered how to tell if a 
man wearing a full mask was paying attention. If it weren’t for his 
periodic interjections, he might’ve been asleep. 

The House of Flames passed the following laws during Aon’s sleep. 
There were four attempts of murder, two successful attempts, and ten 
disappearances. Maverick reported on his research. The forest shrank 
by so many square kilometers from the encroaching void, and the 
need for lumber had therefore increased. 

What encroaching void? Lydia would have to ask Aon about that 
later. 

After what the clock said was just over three hours, the 
conversation finally ended. They had made a list of questions to be 
put to a vote in another meeting with everyone present. At the end, 
when everyone stood to leave, Lydia stood as well and suddenly 
realized that was dumb, since she had nowhere to go. She hoped the 
sense of being a fish out of water might go away someday. If she lived 
that long. 

Everyone bade each other goodnight and left, with Kamira being 
the only one remaining. She walked up to Lydia at the last moment 
and leaned in to speak softly to her. “Anyone who puts Otoi in his 
place...is a friend in my book. Do not let Aon crush your spirit. It is 
worth taking to your grave.” 

The wild woman kissed her on the cheek, and it was a slow kiss 
that made Lydia’s face grow warm. The woman grinned against her 
skin, and when she withdrew, she put a hand on Lydia’s cheek. It was 
a profoundly sexual movement, and it made her flush harder. Kamira 
chuckled and tilted her head slightly to the side. “That blush. How 
beautiful. I am jealous of you, Aon. Are you sure we could not bargain 


an exchange for an evening?” 

“Ms. Lydia makes her own decisions in these matters, and I fear 
Lyon is not my type.” 

Kamira cackled at Aon’s joke, angling her head away from Lydia’s 
to keep from laughing in her ear. She stepped back and grinned at 
Lydia fiendishly. “She does, does she? Very well. What say you, Lydia? 
Spend the night with me.” 

“I —uh—I don’t, um, swing that way. But, um...I’m flattered, 
thanks? And yow’re married, right?” Sex isn’t taboo here, she reminded 
herself, just after the words left her mouth. 

Kamira grinned. “Love is sacred. Pleasure is not. And immortality is 
terribly dull. But should you get bored of the warlock, do let me 
know.” Kamira walked out of the room without another word. 

Lydia let out a rush of air and leaned back against the table once 
the door had clicked shut. 

Aon laughed. “Kamira can come on rather strong.” 

“Says the guy who comes on like a freight train. Nobody here is 
subtle,” she argued and put her hand to her face. “Christ.” 

“Touché, yet again, my dear.” He stood and stretched, and she 
heard a crack from across the room as he bent his neck to one side 
and then the other. “I apologize for making you sit through such a 
dreadfully dull meeting, but watching you attempt to pay attention 
was all that kept me awake.” 

“Pm glad my stupidity amuses you.” 

“Not your stupidity. Your ignorance.” Aon walked to stand by his 
fireplace, his back to her, clawed hand folded behind him, the other 
resting on the mantel. 

Lydia didn’t know what to do. She wondered if she should go for 
the door and leave, or...Damn her confusion. Damn this complicated 
mess. Lydia leaned on the back of a chair, holding it in her hands. She 
wanted to go back to her room. Or go get food. Or stay here with Aon. 
She really found herself wanting to stay here with Aon. And that was 
stupid. Especially after what Lyon had said. 

Damnit, you idiot! She put her head in her hand, resting her elbow 
on the back of the chair, and kept silently yelling names at herself. 

“Are you feeling ill?” 

The voice was too close to her, and Lydia nearly jumped out of her 
skin. One moment Aon had been standing by the fireplace, and the 
next he was at her side. 

“Tm fine,” she said, swallowing the rock in her throat. When Aon 
lifted a hand to stroke back her hair and let the backs of his fingers 
linger against her cheek, Lydia couldn’t help but pull in a breath 
through her nose and felt her face grow warm. Damnit, damnit! She 
swore again at herself and pulled back from him. Aon let out a 


thoughtful noise as she did. 

“I must say, your treatment of Otoi was hysterical. I think I am 
changing my opinion of your childish invectives. They have their 
uses,” Aon said. 

“T couldn’t take it anymore.” 

“Take what?” 

“Being pushed around, being...I don’t know. Stuck here, helpless. 
Powerless.” She shook her head. “I’m trapped. I won’t be insulted on 
top of it.” 

“Most in your predicament would be an inconsolable mess. You are 
doing admirably, given your situation. I had hoped to become your 
distraction, as you have quickly become mine. Yet I think I am only 
adding to your turmoil.” 

She blinked at his words and looked up at him, surprised. Okay, he 
wasn’t wrong, but was it that obvious? She tried to play dumb while 
she scrambled for her thoughts. “What do you mean?” 

Playing dumb was a bad decision. Aon stepped toward her quickly, 
and before she could react, he had her pinned up against the table. He 
leaned the length of his thigh against hers, keeping her trapped. As 
she leaned backward away from him, she had to press her hands 
against the smooth wood surface. He merely followed, and she quickly 
found herself caged in by his arms on either side of her as he leaned 
in. 

Her face bloomed in warmth as she felt the press of him against her 
body. She swallowed thickly. 

“This,” Aon purred, voice dusky once more, “is what I mean.” 
When Lydia turned her face away from him as he leaned his metal 
mask closer to her, he lifted his flesh-and-blood hand to her chin and 
turned her back to face him. “You want this. I know you do. I can see 
it, mixed with your fear, and it is as intoxicating for you as it is for 
me, but you resist. Why?” 

“It isn’t right. This isn’t okay,” Lydia insisted, feeling breathless 
even as she argued. “You're...” 

“I am what? The dread warlock? The King in Black? The liar, the 
tormentor, the sadist? I have heard them all. What am I to you, my 
darling, that gives you such pause?” Aon pressed in closer and let out 
a low appreciative sound. Lydia could feel him—all of him—up 
against her, and her mouth went dry. 

“J—” she stammered. Oh, how she wanted to give in to him, right 
here and now. Lyon’s words echoed in her head with her own conflict, 
reinforcing her turmoil. “You’re my captor. I’m a prisoner here.” 

“You would be a prisoner anywhere on Under. You are my guest 
here in my home. I do not keep you in a cage. I do not keep you 
lashed to the wall. Mmh, well...so far, at least.” He chuckled as her 


eyes went wide. “There, once more, I can see it. You fear me, and you 
love it. No small part of you wishes I would make good on my threats, 
am I wrong?” 

Lydia turned her head away and shut her eyes, unable to face him. 
“Please, Aon, I...” 

As quickly as he had put her there against the table, he withdrew 
and took a few steps back from her to give her space. He bowed his 
head to her. “As you wish.” 

Pushing off the table and back to standing, Lydia didn’t know what 
she wished. Not anymore. She flinched and turned away from him, 
wanting to hide her face. She was entirely torn in half. Yet she felt like 
she had paid the man a steep rejection. Would he be mad, like Edu? 
“Pm sorry,” she muttered. “I...” She trailed off, not knowing what to 
say. 

“Never apologize to me, Lydia. You suffer the imposition, not I. I 
am not angry with you for this. Decide for yourself what it is you 
want. I am patient.” She heard Aon walk away from her back toward 
the fire. 

“T need some air,” Lydia muttered and went for the door. 

“Do as you will. I am going nowhere.” Aon chuckled at his private 
joke. 

And neither, apparently, was she. 


Chapter Nine 


Lydia barely slept. She was too restless and too wound up to really 
turn off. Frustrated, she got up in the middle of the night and went to 
go find something stiff to drink. She usually wasn’t one to resort to 
drinking to help put her out, but damn it if she didn’t feel like she 
deserved some alcohol right now. 

Unfortunately, the only place she knew she could find some was 
Aon’s library. It was one in the morning, and while she wasn’t sure of 
his schedule, she hoped he’d be absent. Not that she was avoiding 
Aon, but he was the source of her sleeplessness. 

His words ran through her mind, again and again. “You fear me, 
and you love it.” He was right. She did. Both of those things were true 
at once. Lydia had always found villains and monsters the more 
exciting, more interesting, more alluring characters in everything she 
read or watched. But to discover she was now attracted to one, in the 
way she was starting to admit she felt for Aon? That couldn’t be 
healthy. Never mind the fact she was trapped in a nightmare world. 

She reached the library, and taking a breath, steeling herself for 
what might happen, she opened the ornate wooden door and peeked 
inside. 

The fire was still going, but it was low, filling the room with a 
comfortable smell of smoldering wood. The electric lights were off, 
and the moonlight was glinting on the railings and carved wood 
surfaces. Maybe Aon was asleep for the night. If he slept. She assumed 
he did, but she thought a lot of things, to be fair. 

Lydia stood there, looking around, and didn’t see Aon. That didn’t 
mean much. The room was full of shadows, and the man wore all 
black. That, along with his hair and his mask, made him an inverted 
version of trying to see a polar bear in a snowstorm. 

Lydia carefully closed the door behind her and walked over to the 
bar by one wall and began mixing herself a drink. She had to sniff the 
decanters to try to figure out what was in each one. But, honestly, it 


was guess-and-check. All the food and drink she’d had so far in Under 
was a close-but-not-quite approximation of everything on Earth. They 
grew their own unique kind of food, so, therefore, they had their own 
unique type of alcohol. 

Finally winding up with something that was close to a Manhattan, 
Lydia put the stoppers back in the various decanters. 

“Cannot sleep?” 

Lydia jumped and turned at the sound of Aon’s voice, but he was 
nowhere to be seen. Lydia blinked. 

“Neither can I.” The voice came from near the fireplace, but she 
still couldn’t see him. Picking up her glass, she walked down the 
length of the table and stopped as she finally spotted Aon. He was 
lying on the floor. His legs were kicked up on the side of a high- 
backed chair, crossed at the ankles. 

“Um...” 

“Yes?” 

“What’re you doing?” 

“Thinking.” 

“On the floor.” 

“Apparently.” 

Lydia went silent at his matter-of-fact and entirely unhelpful 
explanation of why he was lying there. He’s insane, don’t forget. “Want 
one?” She held up her drink. “Warning, I have no idea what I made.” 
Lydia sipped the drink. It wasn’t half bad. 

Aon chuckled. “No, thank you. I fear I could not drink it in your 
presence, regardless.” Aon tapped a metal finger against his mask with 
a series of metallic tinks. 

“Right, sorry.” Lydia sipped the drink again. “Do you eat and drink, 
though?” 

“Yes, of course. Although I can go far, far longer without either 
than you can.” Aon folded his hands over his stomach, lacing his 
fingers together. “What is keeping you awake?” 

You. “Everything.” Lydia censored herself and swirled the drink 
around in her glass. “How about you?” 

Aon chuckled and did not respond for a long moment. “My 
imagination.” The way he said it made Lydia look away, embarrassed. 
Her expression turned his chuckle into a full laugh. “Come, join me.” 
He patted the ground next to him, and she realized he meant it 
literally. 

After a pause and a quick debate, Lydia sighed again and shrugged. 
Downing the rest of her drink, she didn’t see the harm in it. He wasn’t 
asking her to blow him; he was asking her to lie on the ground next to 
him. She sat on the floor a foot or two away and lay down, looking up 
at the ceiling overhead. 


They lay there in silence, looking up at the ceiling, for several 
minutes. The mural stretched overhead, depicting some great and 
horrible war. The painting looked ancient, but then again, everything 
here was. Lyon had claimed to be two thousand years old, give or 
take. Lydia suddenly realized how little she knew about her “warden.” 

“How old are you, Aon?” 

“I do not remember,” he said honestly. “I was ancient when the first 
history books were written, some five thousand years ago.” 

Lydia sat there in stunned silence for a moment. “I don’t even know 
how to wrap my head around that.” 

“Neither do I,” he said with a small snicker. He was making a joke, 
and one Lydia didn’t get. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You have witnessed it for yourself. I know you have. The others 
call me a madman and not entirely in the pejorative sense.” When 
Lydia was silent, not wanting to confess that yes, she had seen it, Aon 
continued to talk. “Think on what it means to be so very old. To have 
so many memories. I think perhaps sometimes I go to times and places 
that once were. I have too much in my mind to hold it all at once.” 

“What about Edu?” 

“He is nearly as old as I. Younger to Under by only perhaps a year 
or two. He solves the issue of his advanced years by thinking about 
nothing at all.” 

Aon’s cheap shot made her chuckle, and she let the conversation 
trail into silence as they looked up at the mural overhead, the one 
with the missing figure. “Can I ask what I’m afraid might be a touchy 
subject?” 

“Why is there a missing house, in all the depictions where all are 
gathered? I know you have taken note.” Aon pointed up a claw that 
glinted in the firelight at the chipped gap in the ceiling. “You are 
correct. Many are loathe to speak of it, and others might refuse to 
answer you.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“Shush. I will tell you, my dear. Such was our accord. If you attend 
me here in my library, I will answer your questions, and you certainly 
have been quite patient with me.” Aon lifted his clawed hand to 
gesture at the ceiling. “There you see depicted in all its glory, my 
greatest moment of sheer idiocy.” It sounded like she was in for one 
hell of a story, by his tone of voice. 

Aon clenched his fist, and Lydia let out a small gasp of surprise as 
the painting suddenly came to life. She hadn’t realized how faded the 
colors were until now, when it all began to paint in, restoring itself to 
what it should look like. The painted sky was filled with stars, and so 
much more detail in the imagery came to life. 


The figures began to move in animation, but most importantly, the 
missing section that had chipped away started to fill in. It repopulated 
—piece by piece—until the empty area was filled with the painting of 
a massive, scaled and feathery creature. Not quite a dragon, but not 
quite a snake. It was a stunning turquoise. It had giant feathered 
wings in a hundred shades of the color. Its head had carvings of 
symbols upon it, etched straight to the bone of its visage and even on 
its dangerous, pointed fangs. 

“The Great War. My Great War,” Aon said as the creatures on the 
ceiling fought in their slow animation. “For thousands of years, there 
were seven kings and queens of Under, and we ruled in peace. Edu, 
House of Flames. Ini, House of Fate. Vjo, House of Words. Rxa, House 
of Blood. Dtu, House of Moons. Aon, House of Shadows. And Qta, 
House of Dreams.” Each time he spoke a name, the figure on the 
ceiling would move in response. 

“We reigned over our vibrant world, each commanding our own 
homes. For greater matters, it would be put to a vote. This sense of 
equality was offensive to me. I wished to rule it all. I wished to 
destroy the others and take my place as the rightful king of all houses. 
Of all of Under.” 

Aon snarled and clenched his fist again, but the anger seemed 
pointed inward as much as it was outward. 

As the mural animated, it seemed like all the others were fighting 
Aon in unison, and he was winning. From the ground around him rose 
skeletal and rotting corpses, fighting for him. The man really was a 
warlock, it seemed. “I stood poised to defeat them all,” Aon said, “to 
reign as the only king. But still, it was not enough. I had been 
insulted. My ego would not be quieted. But my desire for total power 
was not my greatest mistake.” 

The image of Aon upon the ceiling whirled and thrust his hand into 
the heart of the great winged snake. “What I was willing to do to 
achieve it was...” The feathered snake screamed in silent agony, and 
she watched as it dissolved into ash. 

The colors began to fade from the painting once more, and the area 
of the ceiling that contained the winged snake began to chip and 
crumble. Slowly, the picture took on its former appearance, and the 
moment was gone. “To commit murder is the greatest sin in Under. 
And I murdered King Qta. Without his power to draw from, all the 
others in the House of Dreams died. With him, I condemned our world 
to oblivion.” 

Lydia sat there agog, processing all that she had seen and learned 
for a long time, before she sat up from where she was lying on the 
floor to look over at him. Aon’s hands were folded on his chest, fingers 
clasped once more, as if unfazed by his story. “What do you mean, 


oblivion?” 

“My world is dying, my dear Lydia. It shrinks and fades with every 
passing day. Perhaps we have a hundred years left before it is gone. 
Our world is a shell of what it once was. The House of Dreams could 
summon monsters from the depths of their minds. With them, we did 
not need to feed on our beast-kin like cannibals. With the death of Qta 
went the nightmares and dreams that made our world a shifting 
tapestry of creatures of legend. Without them, our world is 
dissolving.” 

Lydia didn’t know what to say to that. Talk about a bag of bricks. 

Aon finally shifted and stood, gracefully getting to his feet in a few 
swift movements. He held his ungloved hand down to her, offering to 
help her stand. “Come. Let me show you.” 

Without any idea of anything else to do, she slipped her hand into 
his. He lifted her to her feet, and in a blink, they were gone. She 
almost lost her footing as they reappeared, and he caught her, 
chuckling. “You will adjust to that in time.” 

“T don’t know about that,” Lydia muttered and let out a groan and 
shifted to stand on her own. Looking up, she wished she hadn’t. 

Lydia had gone scuba diving once on a family trip. They’d been out 
in the ocean, and she looked down off the edge of the continental 
shelf and had seen nothingness. A tremendous empty blue sea of 
nothing. It had set off an instinctual fear in her at the time and a case 
of vertigo. To be able to see so far and yet see absolutely zero along 
the way. 

She thought that had been what empty space looked like, and she 
was wrong. This was. 

This is the void. 

They stood on a city street. It looked for all accounts like some 
warped and twisted version of Victorian London. It had uneven 
cobblestones, and the storefronts and buildings nearby were 
abandoned and empty. The moons overhead shone off the stones of 
the buildings and mixed with the amber light of the archaic-looking 
street lamps. 

It would have been beautiful if it weren’t half gone. It was as 
though it was being pulled into a pit. Part of a building was missing, 
dissolved into the darkness that looked as though it were only at arm’s 
reach. 

It was terrifying to look into that nothingness and see only 
darkness. It felt like it was an illusion and that somehow it was right 
on top of her. Lydia began backing away from the emptiness 
reflexively. It was so utterly nothing at all that she couldn’t tell if it 
was one or a hundred feet away. 

Aon’s arm was at her back, keeping her from backing away too far, 


and she found herself now less afraid of him than she was of the 
oblivion in front of her. 

“This is what my arrogance wrought.” Aon gestured into the 
darkness. “In my egotism, I have doomed us all.” He turned Lydia to 
face him, and his hand rested against her cheek, forcing her gaze away 
from the darkness that loomed maybe twenty feet from where they 
stood. It was so hard to tell. His touch didn’t help much to calm her 
heartrate; it just changed why it was racing. 

“All that you have met here are souls that were once human. Such 
was not always the case. The humans who were taken here were only 
a small part of the tapestry of this world.” His words were quiet, but 
there was a hollow kind of pain to them as he continued his story. 
“When I murdered Qta, all the creatures and monsters born of this 
place, original to our world, evaporated into dust. We would take 
humans from Earth to add their dreams and nightmares to our own. 
Now, we take them to survive. Our world is stagnant. It is emaciated. 
It is dying.” 

He pulled her a step closer, and she was too swept up in his words 
to fight it. 

“When I realized what I had done, I surrendered. I ceased my 
bloody war. And ever since that day, my dear, darling Lydia, all I have 
done has been an attempt to repair the damage I have caused.” Aon’s 
hand stroked her hair back, and his skin was warm against hers as it 
settled down at the back of her neck. He tilted his head down and 
rested his metal forehead against hers. 

Lydia froze, not knowing what to do. His nearness made her head 
spin, and that, mixed with his story, was leaving her dumbfounded. 

“The other kings and queens crawled into their crypts, accepting 
the fate of this world. They remain asleep to embrace the void. They 
have no desire to help me in my work. Edu remains awake merely to 
spite me. His hatred is the only reason he does not join them. He cares 
not for the destruction of our world. He thinks I am still after my 
original goal.” 

There was a need to his holding of her, the way Aon clutched at the 
back of her neck, the way his clawed hand was holding onto her hip. 
It was as though Lydia were a raft, and he was a man lost at sea. 
There was a profoundly vulnerable tone to his voice as he spoke. It 
was soft, whispering, and agonized. 

“All my work. All of it, Lydia, all the pain and torment that I bring 
to others—even little Evelyn—is to bring them back. All I desire in 
this world is to restore the House of Dreams. To bring new life to my 
dying world. But I am failing at every turn. I do not seek the ability to 
stitch marks upon another for selfish gain. I seek to gift to another the 
lost power of the nightmares that fueled our world. Above all, I am a 


king. I cannot let my world die.” He paused, and when he spoke, his 
voice nearly cracked. “After over five thousand years, I still do not 
wish to die.” 

When Lydia lifted her hand to touch him, to lay her palm on his 
metal cheek, he ripped away from her and hissed a sharp breath in 
through his nose. He took a few steps away from the darkness that 
loomed at the edges and turned his back to her. 

Aon sank his hands into his hair and let out a low, agonized moan. 
His shoulders were hunched, and he looked like he was about to cave 
in on himself. He lowered his head and clenched his hands in his hair 
painfully. 

Lydia could only watch as Aon took in a slow, deep breath and 
dropped his hands from his hair. The ends of his claws were tipped in 
blood. His fists clenched, then relaxed, as if he accepted some great 
burden. He lifted his shoulders, but not his head. “Forgive me. These 
are not your woes.” 

What Aon had done to Evie was wrong. The methods he was using 
to try to save his world were ghastly and horrible. Maybe there was 
no other way, or perhaps he was going about it in the only way he 
knew how. There was no forgiving him for his crimes, nor did it seem 
like he was really looking to be absolved of it. He just wanted to fix 
his broken world. 

Lydia had a whole speech in her head. An entire rant was ready to 
go, detailing exactly how he was an unmitigated asshole and how his 
story was just proof of that fact. About how this whole stupid world of 
demons and monsters of his could just fade out and die, for all she 
cared. 

It was an impressive speech. But it wouldn’t come out of her 
mouth. 

No matter how hard she tried, it just wouldn’t come. Instead, there 
was something worse holding it back. Something far more dangerous 
than an epic diatribe against the man. 

Lydia felt sympathy for Aon. 

You’re an idiot, Lydia told herself repeatedly. Just laugh at him. Just 
point and laugh, or at least shrug and say you don’t care. Don’t bother, 
you moron! 

Let him rot! Let him suffer. Aon did worse to Evie, after all. And 
god knew how many people were still going through that same hell. 

Aon had toyed and played games with her as recently as last night. 
She listed his offenses, listed every reason she had to throw a rock at 
his head and run into the gaping black pit of oblivion that stretched 
on behind her. 

But Lydia couldn’t help it. 

Seeing him there, in such agony, broke her heart. God, I’m so stupid, 


she reminded herself again. 

Aon had opened a part of himself to her that she didn’t expect he 
showed many others. His shoulders were heaving as though he was 
struggling to keep his breath even. He was on the edge of some great 
cliff in his mind, she quickly realized. He was on the verge of a break. 

Lydia walked up to him slowly, like someone might a wounded 
tiger. She reached her hand out and placed her palm gently on his 
back. It wouldn’t have been unsurprising for Aon to whirl around and 
grab her wrist or to laugh at her sympathy and yell “gotcha” and 
cackle like a movie villain. 

Instead, Aon sank to his knees. His head stayed lowered, and his 
dark hair curtained off his masked face. She moved to stand in front of 
him and let instinct rule. For once, Lydia tried not to overthink what 
she was doing. The man was in obvious agony, hidden face or not. She 
put her hand on his shoulder gently. She should hate him, but damn 
her, she just couldn’t. 

Maybe he’d slap her away. Throw her to the ground and scream at 
her for touching him. For overstepping her bounds. 

He reached his hands out to her, begging for her to come closer. 
Lydia did so, sheepishly and unsurely. She felt his hands find the 
fabric of the long sweater she wore, twisting the knit fabric in his 
fingers. 

Lydia reached her other hand up, and before she realized what she 
had done, she ran her hand through Aon’s hair. Maybe she had 
wanted to erase more of his suffering. Maybe she was curious what it 
felt like. Either way, she couldn’t deny she touched him now because 
she wanted to. 

Aon pulled in a wavering gasp, and his breath left him in the same 
unsteady manner. He held her with the same desperation as before 
and pulled her closer. He rested his head against her. 

Lydia wrapped an arm around him and continued to gently stroke 
his hair. They stayed like that for what might have been minutes as 
she felt the heaving in his shoulders slowly resolve. When Aon was 
breathing normally once more, he pushed himself back up to standing 
but did not step away from her. The smell of old books and leather 
washed over her. 

In a blink, they were gone from this edge of oblivion, both in Under 
and maybe also in Aon’s mind. They reappeared inside Lydia’s room, 
and she jolted against him at the feeling of her body being yanked 
around in different directions. “I hate that.” 

The rumble she felt was proof of a nearly silent chuckle on his part. 
“T know.” 

Aon stepped away from her slowly, seeming reluctant to go. He 
took two paces back, bowed, and disappeared without another word. 


It left her standing there alone and surprised. He had just poofed into 
thin air without warning or any mention of what had just happened. 

She wrapped her arms around herself and sank down onto the edge 
of her bed and tried to sort out what had just transpired. Twice, in one 
day, Aon had left her reeling. And for two very different reasons. 


Something strange woke her up. 

After a few hours, emotional exhaustion had finally pushed her 
over the edge into sleep. It was a fitful sleep, but it was something. 
Now, she came out of her uneasy slumber with a strange sensation 
around her. 

There was the heavy comforter that helped keep out the chill night 
air, but something else now literally weighed on her. 

There was an arm draped over her. 

Lydia blinked her eyes open but was too sleepy and too confused to 
do anything at first. Maybe it was just a lingering part of her dream. 
Maybe she was imagining things. 

Her eyes focused on the hand that was resting atop hers where it 
lay, curled on the surface of the comforter. It was connected to an arm 
that was slung over her side. Moonlight from outside faintly glinted on 
black metal. The hand that rested on hers wasn’t flesh and bone. 
Nope. She very much wasn’t making this up. 

Lydia was in bed, just as she had been, curled up on her right side. 
But now someone was there with her. Judging by the metal-clawed 
prosthetic of a left hand, attached to the arm of whoever was behind 
her, it was Aon. His right arm was under the pillow beneath her head, 
and she felt his hand next to hers. 

Aon was lying with her head tucked under his chin and his knees 
behind hers. When Lydia held perfectly still, she could feel the rise 
and fall of his chest against her back, slow and steady. He was asleep 
or at least faking it. He was warm, and the smell of old books was 
around him, as it always was. 

Aon was holding her like a stuffed animal. Or a lover. Neither of 
which Lydia was, at least last she checked. 

What the hell should she do? 

She could scream, jump out of bed, slap Aon, yell at him, yet 
couldn’t find the will to do any of those things. 

She realized he wasn’t wearing a long shirt for the first time she 
had seen him. There was skin visible where his arm was draped over 
her, running to where the prosthetic of his hand attached. Lydia 
wondered if he was wearing a shirt at all, and the thought made her 
mouth go dry once more. 


Aon was pale, not shockingly. Lithe, but muscular. The skin of his 
arm had lines of markings. Row after row of small, thin black ink. It 
covered at least half of what she could see in twisting shapes and 
spirals, filled with lettering or circled in geometric shapes. It was 
beautiful, like a work of art. She found herself marveling at them and 
wished she could look at them more closely. 

She shifted to test if he was actually asleep or not. As she did, his 
hand slipped from where it draped across hers to wrap his arm tighter 
around her. He pulled her back against him with a quiet and whiney 
“nnnh” in his throat. Aon was out cold. No awake and self-respecting 
man would ever make a sound like that. 

It almost made her laugh, but she bit it back before it escaped. The 
way she had seen him last—broken and distraught—it was clear he 
came here to seek comfort. Aon wasn’t groping her, and he wasn’t 
harassing her. He simply wanted someone to hold in the darkness and 
the dead of the night. 

Could she really blame him? No. Not at all. 

Nor could Lydia find the strength to refuse him. In her sleep-addled 
mind, she let herself admit this...felt nice. She also desperately needed 
some comfort after all that had happened to her. After all she’d been 
through—even though a bunch of it was because of Aon—this was 
something she didn’t realize she had been needing. 

So Lydia let her eyes drift shut, and sleep claimed her again. 


Chapter Ten 


Lydia was starting to fall into a pattern. Wake up, bathe, dress, 
have breakfast, wander until lunch. She was still studiously avoiding 
meat products. Although halfway through a grilled cheese sandwich, 
she realized she had never asked where the cheese came from. 

The servants had been very concerned for her, over her sudden 
nausea and insistence that she was going to throw up, until she 
explained why monster-cheese was not okay. Especially when those 
monsters used to be people. They had only laughed and helpfully 
recommended she become entirely vegan. Yes. That was starting to 
sound like a great plan. 

So she struck back out into wandering in extended, lazy circles 
around Aon’s estate. The continuous walking helped keep her mind off 
the man in question. If Aon really was in her bed last night, he had 
been gone when she woke up. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or 
disappointed. Somehow, she felt both emotions at the same time. It 
didn’t help the fact that she was torn in half over what to do with the 
man. 

Lydia couldn’t very well ask him if he was there or not. If the 
answer was yes, she would be embarrassed for not kicking him out. If 
the answer was no, she had dreamed of him being there. Either way 
didn’t help her turmoil. 

The memory of how he felt when he touched her, how he felt 
pressed up against her last night, made her heart lodge in her throat. 
She wanted him. Lydia could admit that now. But giving in felt...like 
she shouldn’t. But she honestly couldn’t put a pin into why. Dignity? 
Pride? She sighed. Walking wasn’t helping her keep her mind off him 
anymore. 

It was halfway through the afternoon that a servant came up to her, 
bowed, and told her she had a visitor. That was odd. The man led her 
outside to the large fountain in Aon’s garden. It seemed it had gained 
another statue—this one tall, thin, and all in white, his hands folded 


behind his back. Lydia smiled. “Oh, hi, Lyon.” 

The man turned and smiled faintly at her and bowed his head. “Ms. 
Lydia. I hope you do not mind the intrusion.” 

“Not at all. It’s a nice distraction from debating the pointlessness of 
my existence,” Lydia grumbled, then sighed, seeing the concerned 
look on his face. “Sorry. That came off a lot worse than I meant it.” 

Lyon bowed his head. “I understand. I came to see how you fare. I 
take it...not well?” Lyon gestured for her to sit on the edge of the 
fountain. 

“Tm all right.” Lydia shook her head as she walked up to the lip of 
the fountain and sat. Lyon sat next to her. “I just don’t know what to 
do with myself. I’m wandering around in circles. Thinking in circles.” 

“It is understandable. Is there anything I can do to help you?” 

“Unless you can bring me home, no.” 

“Sadly, there is no way to travel between the worlds unless they are 
aligned.” 

“T know, I know. I wasn’t serious.” Lydia smiled and reached out to 
push him in the arm, trying to cheer him up. The man looked so 
horribly morose all the time. But the silly gesture of hers made him 
smile, if barely. She’d take that as a victory. “I’m all right. I promise. I 
just need to adjust to...whatever this new life of mine is.” 

“Is there anything else troubling you, besides your presence in 
Under?” Lyon asked seriously. “Is Master Aon being unkind to you?” 

“No. Honestly? He’s been all right. Besides what he did at the gala, 
with that mind control stunt he pulled, he’s been...okay. In his own 
way, respectful.” Aon took no for an answer. She was certain many 
people in Under would not. “He’s trying his best, I think. The worst 
he’s been is...incredibly intense.” His treatment of me isn’t why he’s 
haunting my thoughts right now. 

Lyon chuckled. “An apt description of the man.” He reached out 
and put his hand on Lydia’s shoulder. “He has not harmed you, 
though.” 

“No.” That much was true. Aon hadn’t hurt her, just left her feeling 
conflicted and torn. “He’s confusing me more than anything else.” 

“What do you mean by that? What has he been doing?” 

“He isn’t what I expected is all. He treats me like a person, as much 
as I think he’s able to. For example, he shows me his research. Aon 
told me the story of the missing house and about the Great War. Last 
night he took me to see the void and explained why he’s stitching 
people’s marks back on after sucking them out with that freaky 
machine of his.” 

The hand on her shoulder tightened, and Lyon turned her sharply 
to face him. His ice-blue eyes were wide. “What did you say?” 

Lydia blinked, unsure as to why that was such a big deal. “I mean... 


it made a lot more sense. It’s still awful, but at least it’s not for his 
own shits and giggles.” 

“Yes, but the marks, he told you why he is attempting to rearrange 
the marks of others in such a grotesque fashion?” In an instant, he was 
holding on to both of her upper arms, twisting her to face him. He 
wasn’t hurting her, but something about what she was saying was far 
more critical than she thought it was. 

Suddenly it made sense. 

Nobody knew why Aon was doing this. 

“He was lying to me. I’m sure he was. Just feeding me a stupid line 
to make him look more sympathetic.” 

“What did he tell you, Lydia? Please. A lie or not, I must know.” 

“He said he was trying to restore the House of Dreams. That he was 
trying to save this world from dying.” 

Lyon stood quickly as he released her. The look on his face was an 
unreadable mess of emotions. Confusion, fear, and surprise all warred 
for supremacy. The vampiric priest didn’t have extreme emotions, let 
alone so many at once. 

He bowed low. “Forgive me. I must go.” 

“Wait, I—” But Lyon was gone. He exploded in a swarm of white 
bats that flooded the air around him, and Lydia shrieked and threw 
her arms up over her head as they flew up and into the dark sky. 
“Shit!” she shouted, but she was alone. 

Bats. Freaking bats. 

Right. Lyon was one of the creatures that started the stories of 
vampires. Screw this place sometimes, seriously. 

Lyon was off to tell everyone why Aon was stitching the marks onto 
people, she was sure. Oh, she was going to get in trouble for that 
eventually. Lydia swung her legs up onto the side of the fountain and 
leaned back against the pillar of one of the statues that ringed the 
circle. She looked up at the moonlight glinting off the statue’s stone 
carvings. Tired and overwhelmed, she shut her eyes. 

“Boo.” 

Lydia screamed. 

Someone had appeared right next to her in the blink of an eye and 
scared the daylights out of her. Lydia flailed and fell off the railing of 
the fountain and straight into the water. 

Freezing cold liquid met her like a slap as she wound up face-down 
in the foot and a half of water in the base’s pool. She pushed herself 
up onto her hands and knees, getting her face out, at least. Her blonde 
hair hung in soaking strands, and it was not the only thing about her 
that was drenched. It’d be easier to figure out what wasn’t. 

Lydia knelt, flicked her hair out of her face, and wiped the water 
out of her eyes. Something other than the cold water caught her 


attention—the sound of laughter. She looked over and was not 
surprised in the slightest that it was Aon who had appeared standing 
next to the fountain and had startled her into the water. 

Aon was laughing. Not his usual laugh. Not his typically lofty, 
amused-if-dark Vincent Price-esque laugh. Nothing that was sinister or 
cruel. This was a real laugh that seemed to consume every part of 
him. He was leaning on the statue with one hand, his other hand on 
his stomach, doubled over in his hysterical cackling. 

“Yeah, yeah...” Lydia muttered angrily and stood up in the 
fountain. The water was pouring off her, and it was abjectly freezing. 
She was already soaked through. Her pants, sweater, the coat, shoes, 
socks, everything. 

Aon sounded as though he might stop, but he took one look at 
Lydia with a lift of his black metal masked face and then cracked up 
laughing again. He had to sit on the edge of the fountain, and he 
slumped onto it, still snickering, if not the full-on belly laugh he had 
been sporting a moment prior. 

“You’re a douchebag.” Lydia stepped up onto the lip of the fountain 
and off the other side and looked down at herself. Water was quickly 
puddling around her feet. The coat she had worn was useless now, and 
she almost had to peel it off. Her sweater followed suit, leaving her in 
a tank top. She tossed both soaked pieces of fabric onto the edge of 
the fountain and found herself shivering as the cold wind touched her 
bare arms. The frigid water and the air were biting in hard and fast. 

“Oh, your glum expression is not helping the humor.” Aon started 
laughing again at how miserable she must look soaking wet and 
freezing. 

“Stop laughing.” Lydia began wringing out the edge of her shirt and 
then quickly realized it was a pointless effort and stopped. 

“T fear I cannot.” Aon was still snickering and seemed as though he 
might pitch back into laughter at any time. “That was...terribly fun.” 

“For you.” Lydia’s indignation was ruined by her teeth chattering. 

“Yes, precisely,” Aon said with another short laugh. He stood and 
moved toward her, arms outstretched. “Oh, do not be so angry with 
me.” 

Lydia held still and let him settle his hands onto her shoulders. He 
was so damn tall, looking like a black ink blot against the marble of 
the fountain behind him. “I’d have dragged you in there with me,” she 
said with a shiver. “But I doubt I could budge you.” 

“Hmh, yes, you likely would have failed,” Aon said, his voice still 
sounding amused. He curled the pointer finger of his metal prosthetic 
under Lydia’s chin as he spoke. “Although the thought is very much 
appreciated.” A shudder ran up her spine, and she wasn’t sure if it was 
because of his touch or the cold. 


“Appreciated?” Lydia narrowed an eye up at Aon. “I just want you 
soaked and freezing, like I am. See how you like it.” She wrapped her 
arms around herself, trying to keep what little warmth she had. 

“Yes, precisely. You wish to have me join you.” Aon stepped toward 
her, and her face rushed warm at his sudden shift in tone. Damn her 
face, damn her blushing, damn him being so...whatever it was she 
thought he was. Alluring. Dark. Dangerous. Damn him to hell. 

Lydia took a step back, and he tilted his head to one side in an 
inquisitive reaction to her retreat. “I’m going to drip on your nice 
clothes,” Lydia lied, not sure why she needed to make excuses for 
backing away from him. Especially such a bad excuse. “I should go 
change and have a hot bath before my weak human self gets a cold.” 
She turned to leave, but Aon’s hand caught her wrist. 

He turned her back around to face him, and before she could react, 
his arm was wrapped around her waist and had pulled her into him. “I 
would rather you drip on my nice clothes than my nice carpets. One is 
more straightforward to dry than the other.” 

“T have to go inside either way,” Lydia started before she realized 
what he planned on doing. Not another teleport. “Oh, no.” 

“Oh, shush,” Aon teased her playfully, and with that, they were 
gone. 

The world whipped around her, and she gripped onto his shirt with 
both hands, trying to keep her head from reeling and her stomach 
where it belonged. When she could open her eyes again, she realized 
the room was dark, hot, and the air was wet. 

There was the sound of rushing water like the fountain, but deeper. 
The change in temperature from the cold night air to the steam made 
her feel strange and lightheaded. Turning to figure out where she was, 
she blinked, astonished. It was a small underground pool, maybe 
thirty feet in diameter. The liquid was nearly black, only shining 
purple in the light of the torches that burned on hooks along the 
walls. 

The room was rough stone, hewn out of solid rock with minimal 
carvings. Only a few features were added in, etchings of creatures 
dotting the edges of the walls. The ceiling arched up out of sight, too 
far away to be seen in the dim light. The black water was coming from 
some source inside the wall, pouring down a dozen feet into the 
water. The side of the pool was circular, carved into rough steps, 
leading in. 

“Well?” 

Aon’s question brought her back to reality out of her stunned 
observation of where he had brought them. “Huh? Well, what?” 

“Strip and get in, before you catch your death of cold.” 

The noises that came out of Lydia’s mouth were not even 


identifiable as parts of words. She coughed, took a breath, and tried 
again. “Excuse me?” 

Hands on her shoulders turned her to fully face him. Aon held her 
still and caught her chin in his gloved hand to ensure she didn’t look 
away. When he spoke, he took the tone of talking to a child. “You are 
soaked and freezing. This is my private hot spring. Remove your 
soaked clothing and get in.” 

“Oh, hell no.” She took a step back and laughed. “Just no.” 

“You seem to enjoy taking baths. What is the problem?” He seemed 
honestly confused. 

“You're here.” 

“And?” 

“Seriously, you don’t understand?” 

“Fah, I have already seen you naked.” He waved his hand 
dismissively. 

“Not willingly.” 

“I know your kind is prudish, but truly, you are unreasonable. Get 
in, or else I will throw you in.” 

“Then leave.” 

“This is my hot spring.” Aon folded his arms across his chest. “And 
besides, do you forget that I am king here?” 

Lydia growled and then sighed. There was no way she was going to 
win a fight with him. She should be glad he wasn’t demanding worse. 
“Then at least turn around.” 

Aon laughed, back to the sound of lofty amusement, and shook his 
head. He obediently turned his back and threw his hands up in 
annoyance. “There.” 

She began removing the freezing, soaked clothing. There was very 
little worse in this world—or any other—than wet jeans. She struggled 
to peel them off. They were uncomfortable and cold. 

“Are you quite done yet?” 

“No, Pm not.” 

“Whatever is taking so long?” He complained with the air of a man 
who was winning a game of chess. 

“Wet jeans shrink,” she grumbled as she finally managed to get 
them off. 

“T could help you,” Aon purred. 

“Don’t you dare.” 

He raised his hands in a show of harmlessness and laughed in his 
throat. “You are an audacious thing, you truly are.” 

Underwear went last. Lydia was standing there, now entirely naked. 
She retreated to the edge of the water, not wanting to turn her back 
on him. She dipped her foot in the water, and holy hell, the water was 
hot. But that was the point, after all. She gave herself a second to 


adjust before stepping farther in. 

The water was opaque, and it made the going slow. Lydia didn’t 
know where the ground was or wasn’t. And she had no way of finding 
out except the hard way, edging her feet along carefully. The water 
felt amazing, even if it was creepy and black, like an inverse of those 
photos of neon-blue hot springs from Iceland. The water smelled like 
minerals, and the steam washed over her face in waves. She found a 
spot that allowed the water to edge up over her waist, and she sank 
down up to her shoulders. “Okay, fine.” 

Aon turned and laughed at the sight of her hiding her nudity, 
hunkered down under the hot water. “How is it someone can be so 
headstrong and defiant and yet so immensely bashful at the same 
time?” 

“Sorry I have a sense of dignity.” 

“Mmhm. Well. I will take your soaked clothes away and fetch a dry 
set for you. Enjoy your bath.” He scooped up her wet clothes from 
where she had piled them, bowed, and disappeared in a blink. 

Lydia waited there for a moment, confused that he just left, just like 
that. Maybe she had rebuked him one too many times. Wait, no, she 
had admonished him exactly the right amount of times. Stupid girl, get 
those thoughts out of your head, she scolded herself. “Idiot,” she said 
aloud at herself and stood and began to wade deeper into the water. 
The waterfall was calling her name. That was one thing this place 
didn’t seem to be equipped with. A shower. 

The deepest part of the pond reached just above her navel. She 
cupped her hands in the black water and lifted them from the surface, 
looking down at the inky substance in her hands. It was a mineral 
suspended in the water that gave it the black appearance. She could 
see little particles of it floating about in the liquid. Huh. 

Moving to stand under the water, she let her eyes shut as the heat 
poured over her head. It felt amazing. It felt like everything could get 
washed away in that stream of hot liquid. She tilted her head back 
and let it cascade through her hair and down her back. 

The sensation of it pouring onto her shoulders felt like it might get 
some of the tension out that had made its home there. She didn’t 
realize how locked up she was every second she had spent in Under 
and how afraid of every shadow, every flickering light, she really was. 

Every breath could mean her death. Even here, Lydia had no idea if 
something was lurking in the water, ready to kill her. She tried not to 
care. She really did. But the thought still lingered. 

Finally, she took a step out of the stream and wiped the water from 
her eyes. Opening them, she squeaked. 

She wasn’t alone anymore. 

Aon had come back. 


Three thoughts hit her mind all at the same time. They rammed 
into each other at the doorjamb, and not a single one could get 
through. It left her standing there stunned as she tried to consider all 
three thoughts at once. 

The first was that Aon had snuck up on her while she was naked, 
and that was low. 

The second was that he had a lot of marks. 

The third...was that he was gorgeous. 

Thought three and a half was that he was suddenly also nude. 

The water reached where his abdominal muscles joined beneath his 
navel, hinting at what lay below the level of the water. He was cut 
like a swimmer or a track runner. Muscular, but lean. He was not 
overly broad, even if he was tall. His skin was pale, and it was offset 
keenly by lines of black writing. 

Lydia figured a third of Aon’s body was covered in the writing and 
symbols, circles and arcs, stars and strange archaic and esoteric 
markings of power. They were arranged artfully as if someone had 
placed them there on purpose. 

Even here, though, he was intimidating. He was like a panther with 
the way he moved in the water toward her. The liquid ran around him 
in small ripples as he walked, slowly, as if not to startle her like a 
frightened deer. His long dark hair was loose and hung around his 
shoulders in silken tendrils, only distinct from his black mask in the 
way it caught the light. 

She covered her breasts with one arm, and he chuckled at the 
pointless gesture. Too little, too late. 

Lydia should yell at him to get out. She should get up to leave. But, 
god, she wanted to touch him. She wanted to find out if his flirtatious 
attraction to her was all a lie and a game or if he might really want 
her. 

Two urges hit her at once. One to step into his chest and trace the 
markings with her tongue and the other to kick him where it might 
actually hurt him. They wound up cancelling each other out. It left her 
with a third route, which she took—indignity. “Doesn’t it get humid in 
that mask?” It was a pointless angry question, but there was no way to 
communicate how she was feeling. She didn’t even understand it 
herself. 

“Perhaps sometimes.” Aon stepped closer. When she flinched away, 
he let out a thoughtful hmm and tilted his head to look at her. “Why 
do you avoid me so? You show your fascination plainly on your face.” 
He raised his hand, and his touch was bare against her skin as he ran 
his fingertips along her shoulder. Even in the hot air of the room, she 
shivered. “Do you share such disdain for me, as others do? Do you 
loathe me as a demon amongst monsters?” His tone was cold, 


detached, even as his fingers wandered along up to her neck and laced 
into her wet hair. His touch was somehow warmer even than the 
water of the spring. 

“What?” That was not where she was expecting him to take the 
conversation. 

“You are intrigued by me, even as you are disgusted by me.” 

Wait, disgusted? “No, I’m not—” 

“Do not lie to me. I see your curiosity. You wish to touch me. You 
wish, more importantly, for me to touch you. Yet you deny us both. 
Why?” He stepped closer, even as his temper flared. 

“I meant I don’t find you disgusting,” she finished, looking up at 
him now, as he was narrowing the space between them. 

Aon huffed a cruel laugh. His clawed hand was on Lydia’s side, a 
strange sensation, bare against her skin. The sharp edges of his claws 
were tracing along her ribs, and she gasped and was reminded exactly 
how dangerous he was. “Truly. The king of warlocks? The torturer. 
The sadist, the tormenter, the fiend—” He repeated her words to him 
from the night of the gala. 

“Stop.” Lydia put her free hand on Aon’s chest, and she instantly 
regretted it. He pulled in a hiss at her touch, and his head tilted back 
slightly. His skin was like marble, with just the barest sensation of 
softness at the surface. Oh, that was almost the end of all her 
protesting, right then and there. When she could find her words again, 
they were quiet. “I was angry when I said those things. Itd be easy to 
think that’s all you are. I think it’s more complex. Truth is, I don’t 
know what to make of you.” 

Seemingly satisfied with her answer, he changed gears in a snap. “I 
know what I would like to make of you, my sweet.” His voice was a 
low growl in his throat, and the hand that had lingered in her hair slid 
to cup her jaw. His clawed hand was wandering again, the points of 
his nails dragging lightly across the skin of her stomach. His metal 
hand gently grasped the wrist of the arm she was using to cover 
herself, and he carefully pulled it down to her side. 

She let him. Her shyness was pointless. Lydia knew her face was 
probably crimson regardless. 

“You did not answer me in full. Why do you yet avoid me so? Even 
now, you blush and look away.” Aon ran the pad of his thumb along 
her cheek. “Do you not find me a suitable partner?” 

“Its not that,” Lydia said maybe a little too fast. 

His prosthetic hand threatened to slide north from where it lingered 
at her hip. 

Lydia caught his hand and laced her fingers between his gauntleted, 
metal ones and pulled it away. If she let him continue—if she let him 
press those daggers into her any harder—that would be it. She’d be 


his. 

“Then what is it?” he asked, his voice husky and thick as he opted 
to slide his hand from her jaw to her lower back and pull her toward 
him. She gasped as she was suddenly against him and felt the wall of 
strength that he was. Any proof she might need that he was attracted 
to her was now pressed against her stomach and sandwiched between 
them, skin to skin. 

Aon moaned low in his throat, and he leaned his head in down, his 
clawed hand squeezing hers. His muscles rippled in a wave against her 
as he seemed briefly overtaken by the sensation of her body against 
his as well. She hadn’t expected him to be so expressive. That more 
than anything else now questioned her resolve. 

That was almost it. Right there. That could have been game over. 
She shut her eyes and thought about what it would be like, let her 
mind wander into what kind of things he might do to her. 

It was right then that Lydia understood why she hadn’t said yes 
already. What it was that was keeping her from giving in. It wasn’t 
pride. It wasn’t dignity. 

It was the idea that once Aon had her, he’d get bored. He’d chuck 
her aside as he did to all his other lovers, like Lyon had said. 

With a horrible moment of clarity, she realized she was enjoying 
his company. This strange game. Their time in the library, his peculiar 
fascination with her, and she, in turn, with him. The idea of letting 
that go...hurt. 

She couldn’t say that to him. She couldn’t tell him that the reason 
she was avoiding this was that the idea that he would get what he 
wanted and abandon her was scaring her. She’d only just come to that 
conclusion herself. 

A lightbulb went off in her head. It was a dangerous stall tactic, but 
it might be enough to buy herself some time to sort her head out. 

“Pll tell you what.” Lydia leaned her head in close to his to whisper 
to him. “Pll give you everything you want...” 

“A dangerous promise.” Aon pulled her tighter against him. “Be 
wary of what you say.” 

She swallowed thickly. But it didn’t matter. He would never make 
good on her deal. “I promise to do everything you want.” She 
reiterated her vow and let her breath pool against his ear. He groaned 
quietly. She had expected him to be stony and impervious to touch. 
She found him exactly the opposite. “If...” 

“Say it,” he purred hungrily, and his clawed hand released her to 
grip her hip. The feeling of him against her was almost too much. 
“Before I become impatient.” 

Somewhere, she found the nerve to stick to her guns. “If just once... 
you kiss me.” 


He would have to take off his mask to do that. And she knew he 
never would. Those with masks in Under never took them off, not 
unless they trusted the person more than life itself. He was a king. He 
was Aon. She was a worthless human. 

It was the perfect stalemate of a dare, and it would at least buy her 
a minute before he thought of a way around it. She expected a witty 
retort or for him to slide his hands in any direction and easily call her 
bluff. Anything but the silence she received. 

He straightened and stepped back. He took two more steps back 
and was silent as he watched her. His body language was like a coiled 
spring. Ready to snap, but in what direction, she couldn’t tell. 

Oh god, she’d done it. She’d offended him. But before she could call 
after him, say to wait and tell him she was teasing, he disappeared 
and was gone. 

This time, she knew he wasn’t coming back. 


Chapter Eleven 


Edu reached out his hand and gently placed it atop the mass of red 
curls that tumbled down from the girl’s head. Evelyn—or Evie, as she 
preferred to be called—was on the path to a quick recovery. 

The result of Aon’s torture was slowly mending. Evie had color in 
her skin and life to her bright yellow eyes. She was inhaling a bowl of 
soup, happily tearing off chunks of bread and dipping them into the 
stew. She was talking to him in between bites, even though she knew 
he could not answer. Ylena was not present. 

“Did you have a nice day?” Evie piped cheerily. 

Edu nodded. Yes, he did, insomuch as he was able. Insomuch as he 
was preoccupied with thoughts of Aon and his schemes. He ended his 
nod with a slight shrug, and she giggled. 

“I know, I know. You’re a king. You probably don’t have nice days.” 

The girl was a quick study of his silent mannerisms, reading his 
small motions and his gestures better than many who had spent years 
in his presence. He wished he could say he was having a beautiful day 
now. Now that he was back in his home. With her. 

Edu loved to play with her fiery red curls. He twirled some around 
his finger and watched them bounce back. She did not seem to mind 
in the slightest. Indeed, her features bloomed in a cozy and excited 
smile each time he did, so he felt no need to stop. 

His home was titled the House of Flames, and yet it had not seen fit 
to collect someone with a persona like hers. How she Fell to the House 
of Words was a crime against the nature of this world. Maverick could 
not see the value in someone with an un-killable heart like hers. 

Edu’s gaze traveled to the girl’s arm. It had healed. The sight of 
Aon’s torture turned his stomach in disgust. If draining Evie’s power 
from her body via machine was not enough, he then saw fit to try to 
stitch the girl’s marks back on. Twisting her power to his own whim 
and grant it to her anew, in his own making. 

Edu had never seen anything like it. He had never been awake 


during Aon’s reign, not once in the past fifteen hundred years. Since 
the day the Great War ended, when Aon surrendered after realizing 
what he had done and doomed the world. 

Now in Aon’s hunger to save it, he seemed just as blind to—or 
worse, just as joyful in—the suffering he would paint to see it done. 

Worst yet, Aon’s machine that Evie had described to him had 
worked. The marks on her arm remained, in their dull purple color, as 
Aon had placed them there. He had managed to drain the girl of her 
gifts and restore them to her in his own design. 

It was a crime against nature. It was a crime against the Ancients. 
That was not a power Aon had any right to wield. That was for the 
elder creatures alone. 

“Are you all right?” Evie placed her small hand on his, and it broke 
Edu out of his rage. He snapped out of his train of thought and looked 
down at her. He must have tensed up without realizing it. 

Edu shook his head idly, telling her it was not her fault, and it was 
no matter for her to concern herself over. 

Somehow, the bright child understood, and Evie smiled cheekily at 
him. “For a boy who can’t talk, you’re an awful liar,” she said as she 
poked him in the arm. 

She called him “boy” quite frequently. Edu had not been called that 
in thousands of years. Not in a way that was not an insult upon the 
battlefield. Not by a woman who was smiling at him as though he may 
be anyone else. Evie was bashful around him for about ten minutes 
after he had brought her here before she couldn’t hold to her ability to 
refer to him as “king” or “lord” or “master.” Such was not her way. 
She referred to him as “straight six,” or “boy,” or any other stream of 
seemingly endless nicknames. Never once did she defer to him. 

Edu adored it. 

Instantly, he scooped Evie up out of her chair and put her down 
into his lap. She squealed and laughed and wrapped her arms around 
behind his neck. “Well! All right, then,” she said through a bright and 
beaming smile. She was not bashful, indeed. He had taken her to his 
bed as soon as she was strong enough to endure his attention. And 
Evie had not left it since. 

If there was but one reason Edu might ever be glad Aon awoke 
early—if there was ever but one reason he would wish such torment 
upon another as he had inflicted upon this poor girl—it had given 
Evie the opportunity to be free and at his side. 

She had told him of what had happened, the night Aon pardoned 
her of all crimes and sent her to the edge of the encroaching oblivion. 
Said that Lydia had bargained away a favor and an admission of her 
own fate to Aon in exchange for her freedom. 

A favor from a girl with no right to exist in this world...it made no 


sense. Aon did not give anything up lightly. The warlock was a 
covetous, greedy, possessive tyrant. It was out of character for him to 
do something without a known value in exchange. 

There was only one option—the girl was not as useless as she 
seemed. Aon must have discovered her purpose. And if he had, Lydia 
was a significant danger to this world and everyone in it. 

Edu’s thoughts of the end of his world and encroaching war were 
shoved aside as Evie’s tongue began to trace a line along one of the 
scars on his neck. He let out a small sigh of contentment and leaned 
his head back for her to have more room. He had cracked the door of 
an invitation, and Evie had kicked it in. Her hands were already 
roaming his body, erasing any thoughts of the warlock and his fetid 
nature. 

Let the thoughts of doom cease for now. Let each have their own 
method of coping with the eternity, or worse, the coming end to it. 
Aon fought for power and control. He fought for pleasure and 
distraction. 

And Evie...was quite a distraction to be had. 


It had been a week. 

Seven days. Seven days had gone by since Lydia had dared Aon to 
kiss her and forced him to beat a hasty retreat. Seven days without a 
sign from him or a word he even still existed. More importantly, 
without any indication that she might still exist to him. 

Lydia had taken up wandering the estate, trying new doors, finding 
new corridors. At first, she was nervous and afraid Aon might take his 
wrath out on her as he did in the dreams where they had first met. 
That he might try to cut his pound of flesh differently than he had 
intended at first. But even her dreams were quiet. 

Day two, Lydia spent in a fine-be-that-way kind of false 
indifference. If Aon was so upset with her as to never speak to her 
again, then whatever. In her wanderings, she had found a second, 
much smaller and less grand library, although she suspected it was 
just a sitting room that had books in it. That was her new place to 
hang out during the day, as it was off the beaten path, and most 
people didn’t come through. 

And, even better, it had some books that were entirely in English, 
so Lydia had spent days three and four flopped onto the sofa, reading. 
Some were books from home, Earth books by Earth people. But one 
she found was written by someone from Under. It was a book on the 
myths and lore of Under, and she fell headlong into it. It was one of 
those books she’d look up from and realize hours had passed, and she 


hadn’t even noticed. Finally, some answers! 

The book was old. Hundreds of years, by the look of it. The date in 
the beginning made no sense to her. They tracked years differently 
here, naturally. The writing was a little dense, but the subject was 
engrossing enough that Lydia didn’t care. One chapter was all about 
the Pool of the Ancients and how it was made. 


The primordial Ancients could be compared to the prehistoric gods in 
many Earthen religions. The pattern repeats itself across nearly every 
Earthen culture, by my research. Zeus, Hades, and Neptune had the elder 
Titans. Ra, Osirus, and Set had their Ogdoad. Even Thor, Odin, and Balder 
had the giants. The examples abound. 

And so do the kings and queens of Under have their Ancients. The 
Ancients are not Gods in a Western sense, but far more ancient, far more 
powerful creatures than even the royals of Under may claim. The royals of 
Under were taken by the Ancients from Earth in bygone times as a means 
of amusement. 

In speaking to King Rxa of the House of Blood, Under was a desolate 
world of dust and storms and a hell by any standard. The primordial 
creatures cared only to satiate their deep and terrible hunger, and oft 
treated those now known as royalty as a fox upon the fields, to be chased 
down and devoured by dogs. 

It is for this reason we believe we cannot die while a soulmark is upon 
us. For the amusement of the Ancients. It was that cruelty that drove the 
royals to rise and do battle against them, in days immemorial. 

Aon, in his boundless cruelty that would rival even theirs, tricked the 
Ancients into visiting a new shrine that he, Rxa, and the others had built to 
their glory. It was a grand and empty canyon in the ground, a deep and 
fathomless well. They did not expect to be betrayed, for the royals were 
their children. 

The natural state of the Ancients is that of an incorporeal form, drawn 
to their altars of worship. In the battle, the Warlock forced the Ancients 
into physical shape, and once doing so, Rxa, their High Priest, could chain 
them into their prison. 

When it was done, their new altar—the Pool of the Ancients—filled to 
the surface with their throbbing lifeblood. Even though the Ancients lay 
crippled and enslaved, broken and beaten, they are yet the source of all life 
that springs forth in this world, remade and corrupted as it may be. 

Through the lake of blood, their influence is still felt. It is by their 
boundless power and their own Great Will that we are made. For even 
though they were cast down by the royalty, imprisoned and conquered, it is 
still their beating hearts that hold the fabric of our world together. Would 
they die, so would we all. Yet if they were ever to be free, our world would 
end. Such things are inevitable, and so will our world return to the cycle in 


time. 


Reaching the end of the chapter, Lydia shut the book and let out a 
quiet “huh.” It was sad, really, to think that the ancient, primal gods 
were prisoners. But the description in the book painted them to be 
monsters, and this place was maybe the source of all the myths of a 
terrible underworld that Earth wound up owning. 

Who influenced who? Did Under come first, or did Earth? 

Lydia kept the book and brought it back to her room with her. It 
had answered a lot of questions, ones she hadn’t even known to ask. 
There were chapters on Aon and his ilk, and she was itching to read 
them. 

Day five with no sign of Aon and Lydia began to worry. Usually, he 
summoned her to his library at one point or another. Rarely could she 
go six or eight hours without him interjecting in on her, and it had 
been days. It was starting to claw at her mind. Had she really offended 
Aon? Had she really pushed him too far and driven him away? Was 
her stupid dare really that awful? 

There was an excellent chance Lydia didn’t understand the 
significance of what she had said to Aon, that the dare was a 
mortifying threat against his very nature and so on. She knew the 
masks were important. She knew he’d likely rather lose his whole arm 
than let anyone see his face. 

But damn it all, she’d been messing around. She had been stalling 
for time. She was just trying to get some space between them, so she 
could have ten seconds to sort out how she felt. 

A matter Lydia hadn’t, truthfully, figured out in the past five days. 
So maybe ten seconds wouldn’t have done it after all. 

For that matter, why did she care that Aon was ignoring her? Why 
did it bother her that she had pissed him off? Why was it deeply 
troubling to her that he had stopped pestering her? Wasn’t that a good 
thing? 

Day seven and it was time to do some hard soul-searching. Aon had 
seemingly grown bored or sick of their game and had tossed Lydia 
aside. And, god help her, it gave her a painful heartache to think 
about it. She needed to sort out why that was. 

Lydia fetched herself a glass of hard alcohol. Taking it out to the 
fountain, she sat on the edge of it. It was tempting fate by going back 
to where she was when Aon had startled her into the water, but that 
was the point. 

Consider the facts first. Lydia was trapped in a world of demons 
and monsters. She was sucked here by an ancient power that then, 
miraculously, threw her aside. Still no explanation to that and 
probably none coming. Lydia was going to live out her life here, 


which as she was the only one here who could die the lazy way, could 
end just about any moment. 

Edu wanted her dead to keep her away from Aon. So now she was 
here, living like a princess in a twisted nightmare of a Baroque palace. 
All in all, it could be much, much worse. 

Lydia hadn’t managed to find the place where Aon had been 
keeping Evie prisoner. Wherever it was, if it was even in this building, 
was hidden far away. How many prisoners did Aon have? How many 
more tortured souls were being kept and maimed in his sick 
experiments? 

Experiments Aon was doing to save his world. But at what cost? 
Could the destruction of the few be a worthy price to pay to spare the 
many? That kind of debate raged on Earth all the time throughout 
history. Would she condone torturing ten people to rescue a thousand? 
How about one to save ten thousand? What was the ratio she could 
reach that suddenly made that okay? Torture one to keep a million 
safe? 

Never mind the fact that Aon seemed to enjoy torturing people. 
Evie hadn’t been comfortable where she was strapped to the table. 
The leather restraints had been cinched painfully tight. Then again, it 
was a punishment for a crime. It wasn’t supposed to be comfortable. 

Aon was a monster. But everyone here was, in one way or another. 
Lyon was maybe the only benign one here, and God knew what he 
had done in his days. It was sad when the nice guy in town was a 
vampire. 

Yet Aon had made a piss-poor bargain in taking a favor in exchange 
for Evie’s freedom. Lydia knew it was a useless favor. What the hell 
could she do for him that could interest him except maybe something 
sexual? He seemed unwilling to call in the bargain for that reason and 
paint their experience as having been the result of coercion. Lydia was 
grateful for that. 

Lydia was grateful for a lot of Aon’s kinder tendencies toward her. 
He was patient, forgiving, and damn it all, playful with her. The way 
Aon touched her drew her in and left her wanting more when his 
clawed hand touched her skin. That was what the blush belied each 
time, and he knew it. Aon could see through her bullshit, even when 
Lydia couldn’t do the same. 

Aon had said as much at his hot spring a week prior. He knew what 
she couldn’t admit, that despite his monstrous behavior to the world, 
despite his sadism, she wanted him. She was attracted to him. She 
loved his attention and desired to feel him draw her further into that 
dark web of his. 

It was the fear of losing that tension—the fear of giving up the 
game—that had led Lydia to drive Aon away. That had pushed her to 


set a dare before him that he could only have taken as a pure insult. 

The only reason she was of any interest to Aon was because she was 
coy; she was sure of it. It was only because she was holding out on 
him. The moment she gave that up, he’d get bored with her and toss 
her aside. And besides, Lydia was probably a lousy lover, considering 
his over five thousand years of practice. 

Lydia had emptied her drink without realizing it and sighed. She 
wasn’t much closer to a conclusion. 

One thing she did realize was that she was sorry. Sorry that she had 
unintentionally driven Aon away. So, at least, she could apologize to 
the man. She stood from the fountain and walked back inside and 
made her trek to his library. She hadn’t gone near it in the past seven 
days, not wanting to intrude on him if she wasn’t welcome. 

Rapping her knuckles on the door, there was no response. Turning 
the handle, she found the door unlocked. The room was quiet, and the 
lights were off. Aon wasn’t here. 

“He hasn’t been in,” a servant said from behind her. It was an old 
man who smiled at her when she would pass him, and she would do 
the same in turn. “I expect he’s been in his workshop below.” 

“Workshop?” 

“You haven’t seen it, then? Bully for you.” The man shifted the 
basket of laundry he was carrying. “It isn’t anywhere anyone wants to 
be.” 

Ah. That was where Evie had been. His workshop beneath the 
ground. She nodded weakly, showing she understood. 

“Master Aon does this. He might spend months down there, 
engrossed in his work, never coming back up.” The man resumed his 
trek down the hallway. “I wouldn’t take it personally.” 

Yet here Lydia was, taking it personally. 

“Thanks,” she said to the man as he walked away, and he let out a 
mmhmm of acknowledgment. 

Lydia stepped inside the library and shut the door behind her. It 
was dark and cold. The fire had not been burning in here all week. 
She walked to the chair Aon usually sat in and found a piece of paper 
and his quill pen. 

If Aon wasn’t going to come up for air any time soon, Lydia didn’t 
know why she bothered. It wasn’t anything he was going to read. It 
was more for her own peace of mind than anything else. She simply 
wrote “I’m sorry” in her crude-in-comparison-to-his handwriting, 
folded the note in half, wrote his name upon it, and left it sitting on 
his chair. 

It was stupid. But it felt right. Lydia turned, left, and consoled 
herself with the fact she had a book to read back in her room. Maybe 
she could score another stiff drink along the way. 


God help her, not only did Lydia now understand that she wanted 
Aon...even worse, she missed him. 


Lyon materialized in a swarm of white bats in the clearing in the 
woods. Four of their moons were bright overhead, illuminating the 
forest. Kamira approached him and wove an arm around his waist, 
and he caught sight of several other shifters hovering in the shadows 
at the edges of the forest. But it was not for them that he had come. 

Lord Edu stood in the center of the clearing, Ylena at his side. Lyon 
had called him here to avoid suspicion. Aon would wonder why Lyon 
visited the mortal girl so frequently and would likely have his spies 
keeping an eye on Edu’s keep. But no one would suspect Lyon visiting 
his wife. 

“Master Edu received your message. You have news to tell us?” 
Ylena said from the side of her king. 

Lyon did not often feel nervous. At his age, very little made him 
uneasy. Yet Lyon knew Edu’s wrath and had seen it keenly played out 
upon this world and its inhabitants many times. Rarely did anything 
trigger Edu’s temper quite so vehemently as when Aon and the issue 
of the dreamers came to the surface. 

That was, after all, how this whole mess began. 

When last Aon had attempted to exert his control over the fabric of 
the world, the warlock still had a left hand and Edu a tongue. Few but 
Lyon and some of the elders were present for that great and terrible 
war, and they were dark times that fewer wished to remember. 

It was for that reason that he spoke. “Aon seeks to rekindle the 
House of Dreams. His experiments are to such an end. He seeks to 
control the marks so that he may restore the dead house.” 

Edu hissed in a breath through his nose. “Are you certain? How do 
you know this?” Ylena snapped. When Edu became too passionate, the 
barrier between him and his empath became thinner. Her sense of 
individuality became greatly diminished. 

“Aon has spoken to Lydia of this. He may have lied to her, but I do 
not believe so. I think he viewed his admission as harmless, as she is 
not truly one of us.” 

“Hey! Is Lydia okay?” someone asked from the edge of the forest. 
Lyon turned his head and saw the boy, Nicholas. He was adjusting 
quickly, by the looks of it. Although he did not care enough for Edu’s 
temper to hold his tongue. 

“Lydia is well. Aon has not harmed her in any way. She is confused 
and distraught, little more.” Lyon did his best to console the boy. 

“Can Aon do it? Can he raise the House of Dreams from the dead?” 


Ylena asked. 

Lyon could only shake his head, for he did not know. Whether Aon 
could succeed in resurrecting a dead house through his work, Lyon 
could not say. It had never been done before, as a house had never 
fallen to ruin in all the time Under had been in existence. If one had 
never died, who was to say that one could never be raised? It seemed 
impossible. Then again, so did much in this dark and dismal world. 

Like a girl, cast into the Ancients but rejected. 

It seemed Edu was wondering the same, as Ylena spoke up again. 
“And the girl? What part does she play in all this?” 

“I do not know,” Lyon replied. “She is mortal still. I insist he has 
not harmed her in any way, save what may be considered remarkably 
benign antics on his part. I cannot sense any power in her. I do not 
think there is anything that dwells beneath.” 

“Aon does not keep useless pets,” Ylena snapped, her anger not her 
own. “He has a purpose in keeping her alive. If it is not a hidden 
strength, then what is it?” 

Lyon shut his eyes. He knew the words he was choosing would bear 
significant weight on the events to come. There was little more in this 
world he despised more than the feeling of the world rushing away 
from him like a ball rolling downhill. No matter how he chased it, 
how he tried to catch it and stop the tumultuous decent, there was no 
scrambling or scraping he could do to cease the disaster in action. 

“Priest, speak your mind.” 

Edu had stepped toward him, and even though Lyon could not see 
the man’s face, his body language spoke plenty. He was rigid, locked a 
singular desire to bring pain to something or someone nearby. Lyon 
knew if he did not answer quickly, it would be him. 

“T have not known Aon to pay much attention to anyone. Not even 
potential lovers,” Lyon admitted. “For that reason, either he has come 
to harbor a true fondness for the girl...” 

Edu snorted. 

“Or,” Lyon continued reticently, “he has discovered her part in this 
world and is keeping that knowledge to himself.” 

“What would you have Master Edu do?” Ylena asked. “He knows 
his choice. He wonders yours.” 

Lyon knew Edu’s choice plainly; he would wish to kill the girl. Such 
had been his intention, ever since Aon began to wake from his 
slumber. Kill the girl to spare what Aon might do with her. Lyon let 
out a weary sigh and tightened his arm around Kamira gently. The 
shifter had remained remarkably quiet, even for her, sensing the 
seriousness of the affair. “I believe we must ask the advice of all the 
others if we are to commit treason and murder.” 

“Will you stand beside Edu in this matter?” Ylena asked. 


“T will stand beside this world,” Lyon replied. 

“Speak plainly, Priest.” 

“If Aon plans to resurrect Qta or the dreamers, I do not know as he 
could resist the temptation to control them as he sought to do once 
before.” Lyon paused. “I do not know if Ms. Lydia has anything to do 
with these matters. I am hesitant to commit the girl to death without 
proof.” 

“Proof enough lies in his desire to keep her breathing,” Ylena 
issued. 

“Perhaps.” Lyon held on to a fleeting prayer that perhaps Aon did 
hold some strange attraction to Lydia. “Perhaps I am a sentimental, 
hopeful old fool.” 

“That was never in question.” 

“I will not advise mutiny without the opinions of the others.” 

“Very well. We shall have them.” Ylena was wrapped fast in Edu’s 
rage. It was rare the girl became so impassioned in her speech. Edu 
must be quite beside himself. “But know this, Priest. If the others vote 
to take her life, he will not linger this time. Master Edu will claim her 
life personally.” 

“No!” someone shouted and tried to break into the circle. The boy 
—her friend—had not taken kindly to Edu’s words via Ylena. “No, this 
is wrong!” Two other shifters subdued him quickly and dragged him 
away. Kamira, shooting a weary glance up at Lyon, went to follow 
them. 

Lyon bowed his head low in subservience to his king and felt the 
weight of the world press upon him. How he wished that Master Aon’s 
interests in the girl were not bent toward his dark desires. That he was 
not scheming to give life to the fallen house, and therefore save their 
world, merely to clinch it in his metal fist. 

Yet he could not fathom a world where that was not true. 

“Yes, my king.” 


Something strange woke her up. 

It wasn’t as oddly comforting as when Lydia had woken up with 
Aon in her bed. No, this was like a slap. More correctly, it felt like 
somebody had smacked a tennis racket off her face. It hurt, sure, but it 
was more jarring than painful. 

Waking up like that wasn’t fun, and Lydia found herself quickly 
sitting up in the bed, the sheets twisted around herself. She put her 
hands to her face, where the pain had come from, but everything 
seemed to be where she left it. 

She pulled her hands from her face and blinked. It was dark. Not a 


usual type of dark. It was that all-encompassing, utterly lightless kind 
of darkness that came along with a cave. The kind that made your 
vision do funny tricks, as your mind tried to process seeing absolutely 
nothing at all. 

Funny. Lydia blinked a few times and rubbed her eyes. It didn’t 
help, and her vision didn’t adjust. Her room had some antique style 
electric lights, and one of them was on her bed stand. She reached out 
and fumbled for it, finally finding it and flipping the switch on. 

Nothing happened. 

No light. 

She flicked it off, on, off, on, then off and on, one last time. 
Nothing. 

Lydia slipped out of bed, holding out her hands to keep her from 
walking into anything. After a moment or two, she finally found the 
wall and felt her way along it to the large window. She pulled open 
the shutters. 

Nothing. There were always lights burning outside. Even when 
there were no moons in the sky, she could see the outline of the trees 
against the darkness. Or the lights that always glowed from the 
gardens or the property. 

It was then the fear that was leaking into her mind like a cloud 
began to tighten around her. It was then that she realized, with a 
sinking pit of horror what was happening. It wasn’t that there was no 
light to be seen...Lydia couldn’t see it. 

She was blind. 

The realization made her breath start to come fast and shallow, and 
Lydia pressed her back against the wall and her palms against the 
painted wallpaper behind her. She focused on breathing and on not 
panicking. 

Panic later! Panic later. Solve the problem now. 

Solve the problem? How the hell was Lydia supposed to solve the 
problem? She was blind! 

Poison, maybe? One of the servants? Or a jealous somebody-or- 
other, slipping something into her drink? Maybe the alcohol she’d 
been drinking was poisonous to humans. 

Tears stung her eyes as the fear tried valiantly to take over, and it 
was winning. Lydia leaned her head back against the wall and tried to 
force herself to think about nothing other than slowing her breathing. 
In and out. In and out. In...and out. Good. Progress. The world didn’t 
seem so wobbly anymore. 

What could she do? Lydia could make it to the hallway eventually, 
scream for help, but who out there could help her? 

There was only one person who could do anything and who might 
be able to save her from this. 


If Aon was even listening. If he was still paying any attention. Lydia 
didn’t even know if this line of telepathic communication went both 
ways. He had only ever responded to her words when he had spoken 
into her mind. 

Aon had given up on her. He’d left her to her own ends. Lydia went 
and pissed him off, and that was that. But there was no harm in 
trying. It was try or go blind and possibly die. 

“Aon, I don’t know if you can hear me, but help me,” she whispered 
into the air hopelessly. Her voice broke as the fear surged to the 
surface again, and she wiped her hand across her eyes as if she might 
remove a film from them. 

Hands caught hers, and Lydia let out a startled cry. She pressed 
harder back against the wall, trying to escape from whatever had just 
grabbed her. But whatever—whoever—was standing near her now, 
and there was nowhere for her to go. She could feel them, hovering 
near her. One hand was normal, the other metal. The smell of old 
books. A sharp, low voice like a knife wrapped in velvet was suddenly 
close to her. “You needn’t cry out for me, my sweet. I am right here.” 

Aon! Had he been in the room the whole time? “I—I can’t see,” 
Lydia stammered. 

“I know,” Aon whispered. She felt his breath brush against her 
cheek as he spoke. “Do not worry.” Lydia could feel the warmth of his 
body in front of hers. He released her wrists, and she shifted her hands 
to rest her palms against his chest. She felt the silk fabric of his shirt 
underneath her fingers, and she let herself clasp onto him as if he 
were the only thing keeping her above water in a driving ocean. Aon’s 
flesh-and-blood hand gently stroked her hair back away from her face 
soothingly. His voice was soft, and she could feel it rumble in his 
chest. “All will be well in the morning...” 

Wait. 

Anger suddenly rushed to meet her fear, and Lydia gripped the 
fabric of his shirt harder. 

Hold on. 

“You did this?” she hissed. She was trembling now, as the 
adrenaline coursing through her body was split equally between terror 
and rage. 

“Of course.” 

“You—but why? Why did you—” 

Lydia never got the chance to finish her sentence, as Aon silenced it 
with a press of his lips against hers. 


Chapter Twelve 


The feeling of Aon’s lips against hers stunned her to immobility. It 
was a tender gesture, meant to silence her. And it worked. She was 
struck. Aon pulled away from her, and she let her hand roam to his 
face, resting her palm against his cheek in disbelief. 

Aon let out a small noise in his throat. It was a strange, choked 
sound as she felt his skin, not metal, under her hand. Smooth and 
warm. His mask was gone. Nobody took their masks off around 
anyone else, not unless they trusted the other person with their lives. 

Or if they couldn’t see. 

Aon had taken Lydia’s sight to kiss her, to make good on her dare. 

“Okay,” Lydia said, finally finding words. “Clever.” 

“Not terribly. Kings and queens have often taken the sight of their 
partners,” he replied, sounding amused. Lydia felt his face move as he 
spoke, and she found herself running her fingers along his cheek 
curiously. 

“Please tell me you can reverse it,” Lydia said, barely above a 
whisper. 

“Of course.” She felt his face bloom into a smirk under her hand. It 
was the first hint she had ever had of any expression. Honestly, the 
first proof she had that he even had a face. “Taking your sight would 
have been easy. Ensuring I had the proper method to restore it proved 
difficult. I doubt you would have wished to stand around, blind, while 
I sorted out the matter. What do you think took me so long?” 

“T thought...” 

“T know. I received your note. How wonderful, you thought you 
hurt my feelings.” 

Lydia turned her head away shyly. “I didn’t know what to think.” 

Aon pulled her face back toward his with the press of metal fingers 
against her cheek. “Tell me...did you miss me?” He leaned in closer 
again, and she felt the warmth of his breath. She had never felt his 
breath before, not with him wearing a mask. His question was coy and 


flirtatious, and Lydia pulled in a sharp breath as he ghosted his lips 
along her ear. His teeth grazed her skin, and she nearly lost the use of 
her legs. 

Lying to him at this moment seemed entirely outside her faculties 
with him nipping at her earlobe. “Yeah...I did.” 

It was clear Aon didn’t expect that response. He stopped tormenting 
her ear to speak. “You lie to flatter me, now? How terribly unlike 
you.” 

“T wish. I don’t think I’m lying.” 

His voice was breathless when he spoke. “Oh, I do not deserve 
you.” A metal hand tipped her head up to meet him, and he kissed her 
once more. He let out a low moan in his throat, and she felt him grasp 
at her tightly with his other hand, which had settled on her hip. His 
clawed prosthetic slipped from her chin and into her hair as he 
worked his lips over hers with more need than before. 

Her stomach nearly turned over itself at his touch, and she sank 
against the wall at the feeling of his lips against hers. Oh, holy hell. 

Lydia realized that it had probably been a very, very long time 
since he had been kissed. It was that thought that spurred her to 
return the favor, to lean into his embrace and let both her hands move 
to touch him. Aon let out a small sound of surprise at her impassioned 
response. 

She put her other hand against his other cheek and ran her hands 
slowly along his face, trying to learn what he might look like. But it 
wasn’t like she had any experience being blind. 

He had to break the kiss to gasp as she touched him, and she felt 
him clutch her tighter as she did. All his motions froze as she ran her 
fingertips along his features, then stroked them back and through his 
hair before returning to trace his jawline. There was a low growl in 
his throat, which ended in a breathy sigh as she cradled his face in her 
hands, caressing his cheeks with her thumbs. It felt as though he 
would melt against her at the sensation. 

“I do not think you can possibly understand how it feels to be 
touched like this...after so long,” he said through a small groan. 

“How long?” 

Aon let out a single huff of a quiet, sardonic laugh. “I do not 
remember.” 

Lydia felt him cringe at the words. Felt his face twist in a moment 
of pain as he tried to summon something from the depths of his mind. 
She didn’t forget the man was insane. But to never remember being 
kissed? 

She pulled his face to hers and pressed her lips to his for real this 
time. She threw her conflict and her shyness aside and embraced the 
man as he deserved. The way she had wanted to do for weeks now. 


Her fervor surprised them both. A choked noise left him as she ran her 
tongue along his lips, asking for entry. He granted it, and a beat later, 
his stunned moment ended in a snap. 

Aon pressed her against the wall as his temperance seemed to 
break. He kissed her hungrily, like a drowning man seeking for water, 
his hand cupping the back of her head and holding her still as it 
seemed he would devour her whole. It was powerful; it was 
demanding, controlling and possessive. It was much more of what she 
had expected out of him. His whole body shuddered against her, but 
still, he didn’t relent. 

After she thought the air might be stolen out of her lungs and send 
her to the floor, he finally parted his lips from hers. They were both in 
a sorry state for air, and while he was the winner of the fight, she 
could feel his chest heaving beneath her hand. 

“That, in and of itself, made the week well spent.” Aon let out a 
small, contented grunt. His hands were still grasping at her, though 
the hand at the back of Lydia’s neck was now drawing small circles at 
the base. The sensation made her shiver. He chuckled at her reaction 
and kept going. “You do so much like to be touched, don’t you?” 

“Don’t gloat.” 

He shifted himself closer to her, leaning his thigh up against hers. 
She couldn’t help but gasp at the feeling of him and how much she 
clearly affected him, pressing up against her. “I think I have earned a 
little gloating, don’t you? I beat your little challenge, did I not?” 

Right. Oh, hell. Her dare. Lydia promised he could do...anything he 
wanted. How someone could be so warm and cold at the same time, 
she didn’t know, but damn it if she wasn’t trying to somehow both 
blush and go pale. 

“My beautiful creature.” He chuckled and leaned in, his breath hot 
against her skin. “While I have bested your challenge to me, I cannot 
in good conscience hold you to your promise that I may do whatever I 
wish to you. You know not what you say. Now, I challenge you 
instead. See how you react to my touch?” His ungloved hand gently 
tilted her head away from him so he might press his lips to the hollow 
of her throat just underneath her ear. “And deny me once more 
without a lie, if you can.” 

A soft moan left her lips as he kissed her throat. Aon ran his tongue 
in a slow circle against her skin, and she writhed in his grasp, her 
moan turning into a sharper cry. It felt like her skin was electric. No, 
she couldn’t turn him away and not be lying about how badly she 
wanted him. He growled deep in his throat at her writhing and 
gripped her possessively. 

“My dear.” He was breathless in his own right. “I warn you that 
now we stand here upon a threshold. Refuse me now, or know that 


once I begin...once you take my hand in this dance...once you decide 
to take me as your lover, I will not stop. I do not think I could if I 
tried.” He took a step away from her, remaining just in her reach, with 
her hand against his chest. “What say you?” 

It felt like the top of a roller coaster. The moment just before the 
drop, where everything goes silent. Lydia's stomach twisted with fear 
and excitement at his words. His message was clear. If she decided 
yes...then all bets were off. 

Did she think he was going to hurt her? Maybe. Did she think he 
was going to kill or maim her? Shockingly, no. And worse still, the 
thought of what he was threatening to do to her started a fire in her 
she never knew she was capable of feeling. It tapped into something 
primal inside of her, and god help her, she wanted it. Wanted him. 
Wanted to feel his control. 

She twisted her hand in his shirt and yanked him back to her 
roughly. The gesture caught him off guard, and he came along with it 
with a small noise of surprise. She found his lips again and kissed him, 
silently answering his question. 

Hands on Lydia’s hips picked her up, sliding her against the 
wallpaper, and wrapped her legs around Aon’s waist. Her nightshirt 
rode up her thighs as he did, and she felt both claws and skin alike as 
he ran his fingers up along her legs. Neither was terribly gentle, but 
one came with the dangerous scrape of claws. 

Aon broke the kiss as he dug his metal nails against her, and Lydia 
let out a gasp of pain and surprise. It burned, the way he slowly 
dragged them against her. She squirmed and found that...yes, it hurt. 
But what it triggered in her was far more frightening than pain. 

His voice was a dusky growl as he held her, trapped against the 
wall. “Know that I eagerly watched your fear upon waking. I wanted 
to see your terror as you discovered you were blind. It filled my heart 
with joy. I did not tell you I was here, for I wished to see you suffer 
and know I had done it to you. That is simply who I am. This is your 
last chance to refuse me, my darling Lydia.” 

The sensation of him, the press of his body against hers, the 
strength she felt in his grasp, was too much. The slight burn of the 
scratches on her thigh somehow only added to the excitement. His 
presence robbed her of breath. 

“T will have you say the words. Tell me you wish for me to stay or 
bid me leave you. I will not let this linger in ambiguity.” He kissed her 
again, violent, hungry, and needy, teeth bruising her lips. It was 
passionate; it was rough. It felt as though he was attempting to crush 
her under his will. Both her arms were now around him, one still 
tangled in his hair, the other holding him close to her. Half to hold 
onto him, half to hold on for dear life. 


The feeling of Aon’s strength against her made her want to melt 
and crumble into nothing and fall at his mercy. She pulled him flush 
against her body, and he closed the distance between them happily, 
pressing his chest against hers. She felt his hands slide up her body 
now that she supported her own weight with her legs. His palms ran 
up her sides, up her nightgown, caressing her. He moaned against her 
lips, and once more she felt him shudder against her. 

He was not what she had expected. She had thought he would be a 
cold, distant lover. Quiet, dignified, and unresponsive. Instead, he 
seemed to feel no need to dampen the expression of what he felt, and 
he was caught up in the moment. 

If Lydia wanted to turn away, this was her last chance. Even as she 
felt him pressed against her and felt the passion and want that burned 
in him, she knew he’d simply put her down, walk away, and forget 
any of this ever happened if she asked him to. For a man who was a 
tyrant and a villain, he was giving her every chance to change her 
mind. 

Fuck that. 

Lydia caught his face in her hands and ran her lips to his ear, this 
time biting down. He let out a low snarl that ended in a breathy 
groan. His clear enjoyment of the moment gave her a sense of daring 
that she might regret later. 

She let the pad of her thumb run across his lips and found them 
parted slightly. She could feel his warm breath against her finger. 
Lydia leaned in and tried for once not to overthink her choice. She 
kissed him—slowly, gently, at her speed this time. He tasted almost 
like herbs, tangy and strange. She wanted more of it. 

When her kiss ended, she whispered to him and knew she was 
walking over that gateway and could not come back from it. 

“You can’t break me.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


This time, when Lydia woke up with an arm draped over her, she 
smiled. She could feel Aon up against her back, his knees tucked 
against hers. She felt as if she had just run a marathon. Everything 
ached and felt wonderful all at the same time. Moonlight was 
streaming in through the shutters of her room, ruddy and unnatural. 
At least she could see again. 

Her mind drifted over the memory of what had happened the night 
prior. Aon had made good on her dare, and he had certainly followed 
through. It had been brutal, euphoric, and unlike any experience she 
had ever had before. Lydia wasn’t sure what to expect, spending a 
night with a man with a reputation like his or with someone that 
ancient. But it had not been disappointing, that was for sure. It had 
been utter bliss, even if everything was sore because of it. 

Aon hadn’t hurt her. He had given her every chance to back down, 
and to be fair, she never once asked him to stop or slow down. 

“Good afternoon,” Aon muttered quietly to her. She was tucked up 
under his chin. 

“Mmhmm,” Lydia replied sleepily and pulled his arm in tighter 
around her, letting her eyes drift back shut. He was warm and 
comfortable. The smell of old books and leather was luring her back 
into sleep. Her tug of his arm drew a nearly silent chuckle out of the 
man, and he shifted up closer against her. 

He had stayed with her through the night. No small part of her had 
expected to wake up alone. This was...nice. Feeling him there against 
her back felt cozy. Safe. It made her happy. Aon hugged her to him, 
and she sleepily smiled. She wanted him here. 

“Tell me, is this the first or second time you have awoken like 
this?” Aon asked her playfully after a long few moments. 

“Second.” 

“Ah, so you did wake up that night. I suspected as much. Tell me, 
why did you not say anything?” 


“If Pd dreamt it, you never would have let me live it down,” she 
mumbled and laced her fingers in between his, lifting his hand to kiss 
it. “If I hadn’t, I didn’t kick you out. Either way, you’d use it against 
me.” 

“An astute observation,” he replied, still sounding amused. After a 
long pause, he sighed and shifted. “I fear I must go. As much as I 
would love to stay here with you all day, I do have a world to run. 
Rest.” He stroked her hair gently as he pulled himself free of her. 
“Will you join me in my library tonight?” 

“Mmhmm,” Lydia mumbled again. Aon might have said something 
else, but she was already too asleep to really know what it was. 


“Let me go!” 

The voice was half man, half beast. Lyon sighed, watching the poor 
boy Nicholas struggle. He was chained to a tree, bound by thick iron 
coils around his chest and arms. 

Kamira had summoned Lyon to talk some sense into the boy, but 
Lyon did not know there was much he could do. “You should have 
known he would not take kindly to death threats against his friend,” 
Lyon scolded Kamira. Nicholas had been present for Edu’s assertion 
that Lydia must be some great threat to their world, lest Aon would 
have no other reason to keep her nearby. Nicholas had heard Edu 
pledge to kill Lydia, war be damned. 

“I didn’t know Edu would decide the girl must die.” Kamira sighed 
and folded her arms across her chest and watched her youngest 
addition to her pack struggle against the chains. “Nick, calm down. 
Matters are not yet decided. There will be a vote.” 

The last time they voted, they opted to spare Lydia’s life. Edu saw 
fit to change his mind upon learning of Aon’s interest in the girl. Now 
that it was clear to them all that Aon held some strange fascination 
with Lydia, Lyon knew the vote would go differently this time. He 
opted not to voice his opinion. 

“Fuck your vote!” Nick voice was still half a roar. His eyes were 
glinting orange as he thrashed against the chains. “I have to warn Lyd. 
I have to! Let me go!” 

Kamira pinched the bridge of her nose. “And then what? Aon goes 
after Edu for treason? Do you want Edu to come after you instead? Do 
you think he’ll take that kind of thing lightly?” 

“T don’t care.” Nick was cutting himself open in his attempts to free 
himself. “I don’t care if Edu comes for me. Or for any of you. I need to 
warn Lydia!” 

Lyon walked up to Nick. The boy’s struggles ceased as he 


approached. Lyon reached out and placed his hand on his shoulder. 
“Your loyalty to your friend is admirable. I commend you. Lydia is a 
fine soul. It is unfortunate that she has found herself in our world in 
such a state. But if she is what we suspect—a threat to the very fabric 
of Under—how can we allow her to continue to exist in Aon’s grasp?” 

“You’re talking about murdering an innocent woman. She has 
nothing to do with any of this! How can you call yourself a priest?” 

“I am not a priest of your god, Nicholas,” Lyon reminded him. “I 
have not been such in a very long time.” 

The boy snarled. “This is a bunch of bullshit. Your world is dying 
anyway! What do you care if Aon has her?” 

“It was by the warlock’s hand we are now doomed. I have seen, 
firsthand, what Aon is capable of. We are better off in the void than to 
be subject to what he may do if left unchecked.” Lyon frowned and 
lifted his hand from the shifter boy’s shoulder. “I do not enjoy the idea 
of Lydia’s death. But if Edu is set upon this course and cannot be 
convinced otherwise, there is little I can do but attempt to minimize 
the likelihood that the world is pitched into war once more.” 

“Then warn her. Warn Aon! Let me go and TIl do it, since you’re 
too much of a chicken-shit pansy!” Nick shouted again. “You’re just 
full of bullshit, you stupid priest. You say you don’t want her to die, 
but you won’t do anything to stop it. You’re just scared of Aon, and 
you'll do anything you need to, to make sure he never gets his way. 
Even if it means Lydia dies! You’re just as fucked up—” 

Kamira reached out and snapped Nicholas’s neck in one quick pop. 
The shifter pup slumped against the chains, eyes locked open in death. 
He would come back in a few hours. “I cannot abide his shrill ranting. 
It sends me up a wall.” 

Lyon shook his head and wound his arm around his wife, pulling 
her close. “He is not wrong. I am a coward, my love. It is true. I dread 
what Aon might know about the girl’s mystery. I fear what he may do 
with whatever power she holds.” 

“Same. Lydia is spirited. I like her.” Kamira leaned up against him. 
“We will be lacking for her absence. It is a shame, but if she means the 
return of a dreamer in Aon’s control...” 

Lyon kissed the top of her head. Yes. A shame. Yet guilt gnawed 
and chewed at his gut. 

Was this Lydia’s fate? To die? 

Or was he as the boy had said, a coward? 

Lyon could only pray he was not wrong. 


Lydia went to Aon’s library sometime after dinner, after a long 


debate of whether she had heard him ask her to join him or if she had 
dreamed it. She had been half asleep when he left her bed. Better safe 
than sorry, and if he wanted her to leave, he could always send her 
away. 

The fire was burning, and the lights were turned on low. This time, 
it didn’t take Lydia long to find Aon. He stood in front of the hearth, 
clawed hand folded at his back, the other grasping the ornately carved 
wood of the mantel. 

It was amazing how much body language could tell you. Even 
without seeing Aon’s face, clad in metal and curtained off by his long 
dark hair as it was, Lydia could see he was upset. His shoulders were 
raised and tense, and his head was lowered. 

Lydia walked up to him, and Aon remained unmoving and silent. 
She wondered if he even knew she was there or if he was caught in 
another one of his moments. I know how to pick the winners, she teased 
herself. If he knew she was here, he would have said something. He 
always had something to say. 

She wondered if she was in danger when he was detached from 
reality. If he would lash out at her without realizing it. It was possible. 
But the other option was to leave him like this, when he was clearly in 
pain. That felt wrong to her. She had been surprised that morning 
when she felt content at his presence beside her when she woke up. 
Now, she was surprised to find that she cared. 

Cautiously, Lydia placed her hand on his back. Aon hissed in a 
breath, and his clawed hand at his lower back fell to his side. He did 
not move or speak, and for a moment he seemed frozen in time. He 
felt wounded, just like he had that night when he brought her to the 
edge of his shrinking world. 

Rolling the dice and acting on instinct, shoving away all thoughts 
of right and wrong, Lydia stepped in and hugged him. Wrapping her 
arms around his waist, she rested her cheek against his back. “Hey,” 
she greeted him quietly. 

His metal prosthetic rested on her hands where she clasped them 
around him. “I did not hear you enter.” Aon’s voice was thin, as if 
straining on the edge of the abyss. Lydia’s suspicion about his mood 
had been right. “I was not certain if you were going to join me.” It 
was a statement of disbelief and quiet amazement, as if he was afraid 
to draw attention to it for fear it might vanish, like an oasis in the 
desert. 

Had he been standing in here, worrying? 

“T wasn’t sure if I was still welcome company,” Lydia admitted. 

Aon paused for a long time, and his hand on hers tightened slightly. 
“Why?” 

“T thought that, well...” She trailed off, unsure how to say it, 


ashamed and doubtful all at the same time. “After what Lyon said—” 

Aon sighed darkly. “What, pray tell, did that meddling idiot tell 
you?” 

“That you, uh...” 

“Tend to discard my lovers? You feared that now that I had made 
my conquest, I would have no use for you?” 

“Yeah.” 

Aon turned around in her arms slowly and cupped her face gently 
in his hands. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “It 
seems we both fear the other was about to walk away.” The thumb of 
his flesh-and-blood hand traced a slow path across her cheek. 

Lydia smiled faintly and shut her eyes, leaning into his touch. “It’s 
not like I’m going anywhere.” 

“But if now, in the coldness of the day, you were to decide you 
never wish to see this wretched metallic visage again? To never speak 
to nor hear from me again? I will grant it.” 

That drove her to look up at him, concerned and confused. “What?” 

“If you decide to spurn me now, it is your right. I made a vow, my 
darling—you may always refuse me. Do not feel you are somehow 
obligated to remain in my presence merely because I seduced you.” 

Lydia had only ever assumed that Aon would throw her away. Not 
the other way around. She stepped into him, hugging him, resting her 
head against his chest. He was warm, and the smell of old books had 
become pleasant by now. He went stiff for a long moment, as if unsure 
what to do, before gently wrapping his arms around her in return. 

It took a moment before she worked up the nerve to speak. “I 
turned you away in the hot spring that night, because I...I don’t know 
who you are, Aon. I don’t know what this is between us. I don’t know 
what the hell is happening to me. But the thought of you getting 
bored and tossing me aside hurt. And that week you were gone? I 
meant what I said when I told you I missed you. It may not be right, 
but it wasn’t a lie.” 

Lydia squeaked as Aon scooped her up suddenly. He hooked an arm 
behind her knees and picked her up, making her throw her arms 
around his neck in surprise. He took two strides over to a large, 
asymmetrical wing-back chair by the fire and sat down in it, plopping 
her down onto his lap sideways without any say from her. 

At first, she went tense, locked tight in surprise. But seeing that Aon 
just seemed to want to wrap an arm around her and hold her, she 
relaxed and draped her legs over one of the arms of his chair. 

Aon leaned his head back against the plush upholstery and let out a 
small, contented sigh. Lydia smiled at how...oddly romantic the man 
was. He was a sadist, a warlock, and a monster. Yet right now he just 
wanted her here, in his lap, in front of a fire. It was as much of a 


response to her admission that he seemed to be able to muster, and it 
would do just fine. 

Tucking her head up against his neck, she let herself enjoy this for 
what it was. He would always be a tiger in the darkness—dangerous 
and unpredictable—but oddly enough, she was beginning to trust him. 

“Tell me something, my dear,” Aon began after the few long 
moments of silence. “What could I do to make you happy?” 

“What?” Lydia asked, surprised. 

“T have seen nearly every other emotion from you. But I have yet to 
see you happy. Even when you saw your friend Nicholas at the gala, it 
was relief I observed. Not enjoyment.” 

“You’re collecting my emotions?” 

“Well, when you say it like that, you make it sound as though I am 
a sociopath,” Aon replied playfully and pressed one of his metal claws 
into her side, just enough to make her jump. “Come now, do not 
evade the question.” 

Lydia took a moment to think it over. What would make her 
happy? To go home, really—but that wasn’t possible, not even for him 
—so she wouldn’t insult him by asking. After a long time of turning 
the question around in her head, she came up with an answer. “I think 
Pd like to see more of Under. All I saw as Edu’s prisoner was how 
much you assholes like to kill and screw each other. If ’m going to 
live here, if I’m really stuck here, I want to see the world I have to call 
home.” 

“Ah!” Aon seemed pleased. “A wonderful idea. I warn you, my 
world is a paltry, skeletal shell of what it once was. Under was once 
an expanse, about that of your world, perhaps larger. Now it is the 
size of one of your European countries. Still, it has its wonders to see.” 

She hadn’t realized the devastation of the encroaching void was 
that bad...a whole world, shrunk down to a country. Well, itd been 
shrinking for fifteen hundred years. He’d said it only had a hundred 
years more to go, if that. At least she’d be dead by then. Poor Nick. 
Poor everyone, really. 

“Tomorrow, I shall take you to the galleries in our capital city. 
Perhaps we will take in the opera that night. Consider it done.” Aon 
seemed kind of excited. Maybe he never got a chance to show anyone 
around. 

“Thanks.” Lydia leaned in and placed a kiss against the cheek of his 
metal mask. He let out a small sound in his throat and turned his face 
to look at her. 

“Was that real?” Aon asked her gently, lifting a finger to crook it 
underneath her chin. “Tell me...please.” 

“Was what real?” Lydia asked, concerned he might be having 
another moment. 


“The affection I just saw in your eyes.” 

Lydia stammered and tried to look away, but his clawed hand 
shifted to hold her cheek, the sharp points keeping her from 
retreating. 

“Please,” Aon insisted. He sounded on the edge of a knife once 
more. There was an intense kind of desperation to him that kept her 
frozen in place. 

That intensity kept her from lying to him. She felt peeled away and 
exposed as she confessed what she felt. “Yeah, I...I’m sorry, I—” 

Aon shifted abruptly, and she couldn’t help but squeak in surprise 
as his clawed hand tangled in her hair to press her up against him, 
clutching her to his chest. He held her as though he was afraid some 
ethereal wind was going to tear her away. “Shush...” 

She fell silent, her hand playing with the edge of his lapel as he 
held her, head resting atop hers. Minutes dragged on with them in 
silence before the tension in his limbs seemed to slowly release. “Are 
you all right?” she asked carefully. 

“Yes...1 am fine.” He loosened his grasp on her and sighed wearily. 
“Forgive me. You should not have to bear the weight of my madness.” 

“I don’t mind.” Lydia lifted her head to look at him. “It doesn’t 
scare me too badly,” she finished with a small smirk. 

“It should send you running in fear,” Aon growled, but she could 
tell it was not directed at her, but at himself. “It should terrify you, as 
it does all others.” 

“Hun, I hate to break it to you, but it’s the least scary part about 
you.” Lydia snickered. “How about how you chased me as that weird 
shadow monster? Or that you can apparently,” Lydia pointed up at the 
painting overhead and the depiction of Aon surrounded by his undead 
legions, “do that?” 

“Bah. You mortals and your misplaced sense of priorities.” 

Lydia felt no small amount of triumphant pride over breaking Aon 
out of his mood. He saw the grin on her face and picked her up in his 
arms once more. When he set her down in front of the fire, something 
about his demeanor quickly shifted. 

It was amazing how much body language could tell you. 

Instantly, Lydia went tense, her heart beating faster as he circled 
her like a panther. She swallowed thickly in her throat as he stopped 
to stand behind her. 

“Undress.” 

“What?” She went to turn, but hands on her shoulders kept her 
facing away from him. The claws of his hand trailed up her shoulder, 
along the skin of her neck, and then slipped up into her hair. Lydia 
gasped as he fisted the strands and yanked her head back. It stung, but 
what left her mouth was a moan and not a cry. 


“You heard me. Unless you prefer I shred your clothes from your 
body, in which case, understand I will not find the need to be gentle 
with what I find underneath.” His mood shifted drastically and like 
someone had flipped a light switch. He released her as he repeated the 
demand. “Now...undress.” 

Somehow, the scrutiny of what he was demanding made her want 
to hide. How the hell did that make any sense after what they had 
done the night before? Nervously, she took off the cardigan she was 
wearing and let it drop to the floor. After a pause, she continued. 
Shoes and socks followed. She pulled her tank top off over her head 
and then undid her pants and stepped out of them, leaving her in just 
her underwear. Even in the warmth of the fire, she shivered, more 
from the weight of his gaze than the chill in the air. 

“And now the rest.” 

Lydia wanted to whimper with the dusky, dark way Aon said it. She 
jolted and let out a startled noise as his claws slowly dragged along 
the skin of her lower back. It sent her into goosebumps instantly. He 
let out a small, low chuckle as he watched her shudder in response. 

“Or I will do it for you...” 

Lydia reached behind herself and undid the clasp of her bra and let 
it slide to the floor. Steeling herself, she pushed off her underwear and 
let it fall around her ankles. She gasped as his hands found her hips 
and pulled her back against him. 

“You ruined my restraint last night. So desperate I was to have you, 
I fear I did not get the chance to truly enjoy you,” Aon purred down at 
her as he slid his hands slowly up her body. One metal and one skin— 
one warm and one cold. He took his time, carefully exploring her, as if 
memorizing every curve. 

His flesh-and-blood hand slid up to her temple, and she winced as 
she felt something snap over her. Just like that, her vision was gone. 
“Ow!” Once more he had taken her sight so he could remove his mask. 

Aon chuckled at her complaint, and she felt his breath against her 
cheek as he turned her head to kiss him. He gave as much as he took 
from her, forceful and yet teasing, making her chase his lips as she 
eagerly sought out more. 

“Tell me,” he said breathily as he broke the kiss. “Do you fear me? 
Do you dread what someone with my reputation might do to you? You 
are helpless if I wished to force upon you anything I desired.” 

“I know,” Lydia replied, biting back a moan as his hands slid back 
down her body. Not rough, not forceful, but teasing her. Tempting 
her. She knew she was powerless to stop Aon if he decided to do... 
well, anything. He was basically a demigod. She was a mortal. 

“Well? Do you fear I might string you up from the rafters? That I 
might pillage and ravage you, leaving you a broken, tormented 


thing?” 

“No,” she answered, her heart still thudding in her chest at his 
words. There was a horrible kind of fear and excitement that twisted 
together into one confusing mess. 

“Why?” 

“If I told you to stop—if you went too far, and I said no—would 
you?” 

“Assuming you were able to speak at the time,” he goaded her, his 
voice a dark whisper as he trailed his lips along her ear. She tilted her 
head to the side to give him more room. “Assuming I had not found 
something more entertaining to do with that sharp tongue of yours 
and had not put it to good use?” 

Her knees went weak at his words, and if he had not slung an arm 
around her, pressing her against his chest, she might have fallen over. 
Aon chuckled at her reaction, more of a rumble she felt at her back 
than anything else. Finally, he answered her. “Yes. If you objected, I 
would stop.” 

“That’s why I’m not afraid.” No, honestly, Lydia was more afraid 
she might enjoy the things he was threatening to do. 

“I am a manipulator. I am a cheat and a demon amongst monsters. 
What if I am lying to you?” 

“You’ve yet to lie to me,” Lydia said, feeling like she was admitting 
to something. It was true, he hadn’t. Aon had played games with her 
and messed around with her. But never once had he ever lied. “If you 
were going to hurt me, you would have done it already and not 
waited for me to say yes. I don’t think you’re as bad as everyone says.” 

His hand trailed to her cheek, and she leaned in to kiss his palm. He 
let out a quiet grunt at the gesture. She slipped her hand against the 
back of his and began kissing the side of his fingers, one by one. 

“Oh, my beautiful creature...” he said quietly, resting his head 
against hers. It was a tender gesture, even as his metal gauntlet 
tightened against her hip and pulled her harder against him. As the 
points of his claws dug into her side, she gasped and arched against 
him. She felt him grin against her cheek, and his breath was hot 
against her as he whispered into her ear. “Let us see if I can break you 
of such a charming notion...hmm?” 


“You really must stop bowing to me, old friend,” Ziza said to Lyon, 
her cold voice gentle even as it was distant. The Lady of Visions never 
raised her voice louder than a whisper, nor did she ever need to. 
When Ziza spoke, all listened. 

Ziza was old, nearly as old as Lyon himself. They had Fallen here to 


Under within a few hundred years of each other and had become 
friends. Although in the past fifteen hundred years, their friendship 
had grown harder to maintain and eventually faded to a fond memory 
for them both. Once she was chosen to carry the heavy mantle of 
sight, it became impossible for her to hold on to anything but her 
sanity. 

For Ziza could see the past, present, and future, all at once. 

Everyone in the House of Fate was caught up in the tangled strings 
of visions, but it was the woman with the stark white hair who had 
been chosen by the Ancients to be their true Oracle. 

The woman who stood before Lyon, in her long, dark blue dress, 
saw more than even Queen Ini when she was awake. Ini had once 
been fiercely protective of her Oracle. But now the Queen of Fate lay 
asleep in her crypt with no intention to wake before their world was 
swallowed into the void. Because of that, there was no one to shield 
Ziza from the task of governing her house along with her duties as the 
Oracle. The poor woman was often left overwhelmed and had come to 
spend much of her time in solitude. 

Not that any might discern such things from looking at her, a stoic, 
icy, emotionless woman, seemingly forever detached from all that 
transpired around her. Lyon knew better and would always treat the 
statuesque woman with kindness for that reason. Many of the others 
treated her with disdain or left her at arm’s length at best. All, 
perhaps, except Edu. 

The tragic tale of Ziza and Edu was another reason he treated Ziza 
gently. While many may choose to forget what had transpired on the 
day the Great War ended, Lyon could not. Kamira frequently 
reminded him of his bleeding heart, and in this, she was correct. 

“You are lady of a house,” Lyon said as he straightened from his 
bow. “And you are a lady, regardless.” 

“Such as you see it. For that, I am ever grateful. But bowing is far 
too debasing for someone of your stature.” 

“Unless you mean it literally, you forget that I am but a servant 
now,” Lyon replied, making a rare joke at his own expense and 
considerable height. 

“Your role in this world has not changed, whether you wear a mask 
or no. It shall ever remain that you are the true high priest in the eyes 
of all. For else why would Edu send you to me with his message?” 

Of course, Ziza would know why he had come. Lyon smiled to 
himself faintly, scolding himself for being a fool to think she would 
not see the reason behind his visit. “You could spare us much travel, 
you realize, if you informed us ahead of time that it was so terribly 
pointless.” 

“And miss the opportunity to see my old friend? Hardly.” Ziza 


walked up to him and circled her arms around him in an embrace. He 
returned it gently, knowing the depression and the hurt that ached 
inside her very soul. She had always been a morose creature, even 
before the Ancients had chosen her. Now, the oncoming doom of their 
world sealed it as an inescapable state of being. 

“How fare you?” he asked, knowing the answer. 

“I manage to get by.” Her voice cracked if but for a second. “I will 
always manage until the Ancients deem fit to return me to them.” Ziza 
stepped back from him. “But this is not why you have come. You have 
come to inform me that Edu wishes to conspire against Aon. You have 
come to tell me the King in Red suspects the warlock of raising the 
dreamers.” 

Lyon stood there silently, not bothering to confirm what Ziza 
already knew. 

“I have already informed Edu, Kamira, and Maverick that they 
should join us here tomorrow morning.” Ziza paced away and stood 
underneath the grand orrery swirling overhead in the center of the 
great hall. 

“Tomorrow morning? What for?” 

“I do not know. I have not yet had the vision. But it shall come 
tonight, and I may relay its nature after the rise of the white moon.” 

Lyon furrowed his brow, curious. “You know a vision is coming? 
How so?” 

“Does one not know a wave in the ocean before it overtakes you in 
the surf?” 

“Then what has given you sight of this...wave?” 

Ziza pointed up at the whirling and immense creation of brass, 
copper, bronze, glass, and every manner of material one could picture. 
It floated overhead, suspended in the air by forces unseen. It was the 
great clock of their world and all the powers that lay influence upon 
it. The duty of the House of Fate was to interpret these movements 
and relay such information as they saw fit. 

As Lyon looked up, he saw the orbs that represented each house. 
Black, red, purple, blue, white, and green each on their own orbits on 
carefully arranged metal tracks. The track could shift and warp as 
needed, shrinking or expanding. All but the houses of black and red 
lay dark and immobile, having remained such since their respective 
kings and queens retired permanently to their crypts. Turquoise had 
shattered and fallen from the array the moment Qta lost his life to 
Aon. 

And yet... 

There it was. 

Floating on a copper track, hovering immobile, was a glass orb of 
turquoise and blue-green swirls. It sat lightless, sleeping, as dormant 


as all but those that represented Aon and Edu...but it was there. 

Lyon could only sink to his knees, for he did not know what this 
might portend. He did not know by what means this was possible. He 
did not know what it would spell for their futures. Yet he knew that it 
could only foretell one thing... 

The House of Dreams would return. 


Chapter Fourteen 


To think that Under was a shadowy reflection of Earth wasn’t quite 
accurate. Lydia was left to amend her opinion as she wandered 
Under’s major art gallery with Aon. Simply called The Galleries, it sat 
in the city of Yej, their capital. 

The building and the art—indeed, the world as a whole—was 
dangerous, eerie, and unnerving. Yet it was so hauntingly beautiful, 
all the same. Not unlike Aon, she observed as she watched the man in 
all black look up at a painting, his hands clasped behind his back. 
That man never ceased to steal her attention, and she struggled to 
keep her focus on the artwork she was here to see. 

The Galleries showcased a mix of contemporary and ancient pieces. 
With over five thousand years of history, they had a great deal to put 
on display. Lydia knew she could spend weeks wandering the 
building, learning about Under’s complicated and sordid past. 

The conversation between Aon and her flowed easily. It wasn’t 
hard, with Aon wanting to explain everything she became interested 
in. He very much did love the sound of his own voice, and she was 
entirely ignorant of everything around her. It was a perfect match. 
They had been here for a few hours already. 

Lydia was struck in awe of a large carved statue in the center of one 
of the gallery halls. It looked like something from an Aztec ruin but, 
like all things, layered with a dark and twisted feel. It was of a 
snakehead, and it was missing large portions of it as though it had 
been chipped and removed from the side of a building. 

“What’s this?” Lydia pointed at it. 

“Ah.” Aon sighed and wrapped his arms around her waist from 
behind. “It is all that remains of King Qta, the house over which he 
ruled, and his Temple of Dreams.” 

“The one you killed in the Great War,” Lydia confirmed. 

“Yes.” 

“Why did killing him doom Under?” 


“This world was once ruled over by seven creatures we refer to as 
the Ancients. Each was the figurehead to a part of our world. They 
were,” Aon paused as he searched for the right words, “unfathomably 
cruel. I do not remember anything of my thousands of years in their 
‘care,’ save the blinding agony. Yet the Ancients are the wellspring of 
our lives and our very existence. 

“When we kings and queens of Under rallied to imprison them and 
chained their power to the bottom of the lake of blood, we subsumed 
their role as those figureheads. We became the representation of their 
aspects. While we still draw our strength from them, we must exist for 
that power to flow forward. We are the limbs of a tree, of which they 
are the trunk.” 

That was a useful metaphor. “Where are the other kings and 
queens?” 

“Asleep in their crypts. They did not wish to greet the void or help 
me fight it for their own reasons. Edu remains awake merely to foil 
me. 
“Shitheads.” 

Aon laughed and squeezed her tighter against him. “Crass, but I 
agree with your sentiment.” 

“So, when you killed Qta, the branches went with the limb. 
Everyone else in the House of Dreams died with him.” 

“Yes. Precisely.” Aon leaned his metal cheek against the top of her 
head. “I did not just murder Qta. I murdered over forty thousand souls 
in one gesture of wrath.” There was a deep, dark loathing in those 
words, and Lydia rested her hands on his where they clasped around 
her waist. She squeezed gently. 

“When you say House of Dreams, what did they do, exactly?” 

“The humans we take from Earth may rise from the pool 
resembling men or monsters. But our world used to be so much more 
than that. We were a fraction of this world that was far much more 
populated by beasts of unimaginable horror and glory. The gift of the 
dreamers was to bring such things to life. When they died, so then did 
all the beasts they imagined. Those creatures were the true children of 
Under. The rest of us are merely...stolen. Now left to hunt each other 
in desperation.” 

“You hunted the beasts the dreamers would come up with, instead 
of eating the other monsters?” 

“Yes. A wolf would rather hunt sheep than another pack. But we do 
what we must to survive.” 

Lydia stood there silently for a long time as the weight of the cost 
of the Great War began to sink in. “Why did you kill Qta?” 

“T coveted his power.” 

“But...why? What for?” 


2) 


“T wished to rule this world as its one and only king.” 

“No, I don’t buy that.” Lydia turned in his arms to look up at him. 
“T don’t buy that at all. That’s a straight-up lie.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“If you were a tyrant, you would have just raped me if you wanted 
to. You would have chained me up in a tower and left me there to rot, 
not wondered after my happiness. Instead of just forcing me to join 
you in your library, you struck a deal and gave me something in 
exchange. That isn’t a man who kills for power. Besides, as far as I can 
tell, you have as much power and influence as you care to have.” 

Aon looked down at her in silence for a long time. At first, she 
wondered if she pissed him off. But after a long pause, he rested his 
gloved palm against her cheek. His voice was quiet once more as he 
spoke. “You really are a marvel, do you know that?” 

“Then I’m right. It wasn’t about total power.” Lydia smirked. “Now 
yow’re the one dodging.” 

“Yes. Iam. And I will continue to do so. Forgive me.” Aon let his 
thumb rest on the hollow of her chin just below her lip. “I will explain 
someday soon, but I do not know if I can bear to tell you in this 
moment. Please allow me this mystery, and this moment, for just a 
little longer.” 

Lydia watched him, stunned. He implied that if she pushed, he 
would tell her. He seemed so damn vulnerable sometimes, for all his 
strength. Stepping into him, she hugged him and leaned her head on 
his chest. “No problem. It’s fine.” 

They stood there in silence. It was that deafening lack of noise that 
finally broke her out of his grasp to look around curiously. It was then 
that she realized that this place was empty. There was no one else 
here. 

“Where is everybody?” Lydia asked. They had been here for hours, 
and she had yet to see anyone else wandering the halls. 

“Ah. I closed the building to the public for the day so we may have 
it to ourselves.” Aon shrugged idly as if it were nothing out of 
ordinary. He seemed glad for the change in subjects. 

Lydia laughed. “Why? Ashamed to be seen with your pet human?” 

“Hardly. No. I enjoy my privacy. I did not wish—” Aon broke 
himself off suddenly. Seeing her questioning look, he sighed and 
continued reluctantly. “You will learn soon enough how I am seen by 
my subjects in this world. I enjoy your innocence in such matters. To 
see others cowering away from me in terror might give you the wrong 
impression.” 

Lydia snickered and shook her head. She poked him in the chest. 
“Tve seen enough on my own to know yow’re a demon.” She smirked 
up at him. 


“Mmh. A demon you asked to give you a grand tour of Under. 
Whom you have invited to your bed twice now,” Aon said through a 
playful growl and lowered his head to rest his forehead against hers. 
He liked to do that, and she found herself enjoying the gesture. 

“T never said I was smart. Or a good person.” 

“That is how many will view you, I fear, for choosing me as your 
lover.” Aon traced a claw down her cheek. It made her shiver, and she 
knew that was very much the point. “Do you believe it yourself?” 

“You’re torturing people, even if it’s to save the world. To restore 
the House of Dreams, or whatever, but...it’s still what you’re doing. I 
don’t know what that makes me.” 

“T understand. But you must realize there are those in this world 
who would not need an excuse to do such deeds. You must remember 
you are no longer on Earth.” 

“I know, I know. Ill catch up eventually.” She smiled faintly. 
“Cmon. I didn’t come here to mope.” She wound her fingers into his 
gloved ones and pulled him along down the hallway. 

It was an odd thing to wrap her head around. To honestly 
understand. This place still seemed like an impossible dream to her 
and still so removed from reality. But the more she saw of it, the more 
it began to sink in. 

Aon walked beside her but was now more interested in watching 
her than looking at the art around them. The scrutiny made her face 
go warm. “Penny for your thoughts?” 

“I am wondering if you would fuss if I tied you to that statue and 
had my way with you,” he answered bluntly. He chuckled at the 
shocked look on her face. “You asked.” 

“Teach me not to ask.” 

He laughed harder and slung an arm around her shoulder and 
pulled her into him. “So it is a no, then?” 

“Tt’s a no!” Lydia shoved him, sending him away from her by a step, 
but found herself laughing at how incorrigible the man was, how 
utterly playful. 

Aon let out an overdramatic and wistful sigh. “Oh, for shame. And 
here I brought the straps for nothing.” 

“You are the worst.” 

Aon folded an arm across his stomach and bowed low to her as if 
introducing himself for the first time. “Guilty as charged.” 


Lyon leaned against the blue marble and granite columns of the 
great hall. He knew he shared a resemblance to the statues that posed 
alongside him. Many were keen to make the comparison, and he must 


admit they were not errant in their observation. 

Slowly and silently, the great orrery twisted in the chamber above 
them. It glinted in the light, shining copper against the pale blue stone 
behind it. Amber candlelight shone off the glass orbs of all the colors 
of the houses. All of them. 

Ziza stood across from him, dressed in a regal sapphire and black 
gown. She was lighting a row of candles one by one with a long 
wooden match, her lack of normal sight not bothering her in the 
slightest. 

“When will you tell us what you know?” Kamira asked impatiently 
from where she sat perched on the back of a statue, some ten feet 
above where Lyon stood. She always wanted to be above and away 
from everyone else. Like a great cat sitting on a branch. 

“When Master Edu arrives,” Ziza reminded her. Again. 

Kamira growled heavily and kicked her leg, barefoot, idly off the 
shoulder of the statue of a long-dead hero of Under. The shrine to 
some venerated soul whose name he admitted he could not remember 
was now the perch of the lady shapeshifter. 

“Be patient, Kamira,” Maverick scolded from where he sat on a 
carved wooden bench along one wall. “Do not race so quickly toward 
treason.” 

“T am impatient to have our vote and be done with it. Besides, there 
is another form of treason afoot. Yet I do not see you complaining 
about Otoi being absent,” Kamira goaded the scholar. Maverick and 
Kamira had a strange relationship. He found her begrudgingly 
amusing, and she, in turn, liked to spend her time teasing and 
provoking him. Although he was many, many centuries Kamira’s 
younger, Maverick acted as though he were some manner of older 
sibling to the wild woman. 

“That alone is enough reason for me to agree to this traitorous 
quorum,” Maverick responded in his typically dry sense of humor. 
Kamira snorted in response. 

Lyon shut his eyes, listening to the banter between the Lady of 
Moons and the Lord of Words. It was an attempt to avoid that which 
was setting them all on edge, that which they could all see, but none 
had mentioned. 

The turquoise orb, sitting upon its copper track, suspended in the 
orrery with the rest. It was lifeless as those that matched the four 
dormant kings and queens, but it was there. That was enough to set 
his hair on end. 

With Lydia’s news of the true intentions behind Aon’s cruel 
research, revealing that he wished to restore the House of Dreams, it 
seemed far too much a coincidence that the glass orb would return in 
such a miraculous way. The King in Black had a great deal to do with 


this, Lyon surmised. And if Ziza had seen fit to call them all here— 
save for the warlock who was their rightful ruler—then she must 
know it as well. 

Even for all that Aon had cost her, Ziza was notoriously neutral. 
The Oracle always was. Those who served Fate did not answer to any, 
not even their own Queen Ini. Those who wore blue served Under and 
Under alone. So it must be in the best interest of their world that they 
now were to meet to discuss her vision without Aon present. 

Lyon tried not to delve too deeply into that line of thought, for he 
had survived the Great War, and he did not desire to see another play 
out upon the souls who lived here, sinful and hungry as they may be. 

The question remained: what did Lydia have to do with all this? 
Lyon could not imagine the girl was playing a willful part, if she had 
any at all. But the mystery of the girl’s rejection from the Ancients and 
her continued presence at Aon’s side were facts that keenly suggested 
she was somehow key to the return of the turquoise orb in its track. 

The doors to the chamber swung open, and he did not need to turn 
his head or open his eyes to know to whom the heavy footfalls 
belonged. Edu was no lumbering beast. He was agile, for his size. But 
when he did not feel the need to quiet his steps, he made the most 
noise out of any of them. His layered leather clothing did not help, 
with its jangling buckles and straps. 

While he could not hear the woman who walked beside him, he did 
not need to guess that Ylena was also here. Her voice, carrying 
through the great echoing and expansive chamber, confirmed it. 
“Master Edu apologizes for his tardiness.” 

“No, he does not,” Kamira said with a snicker. “You are tailoring 
his words poorly again, Ylena.” 

Lyon found himself smiling, if faintly, at the remark. It was true. 
Edu would not have found any need to apologize for any of his 
behaviors. Ylena was often left to do her best to temper the great 
king’s far more blunt tendencies. 

He could remember Edu when he owned a tongue and could speak 
for himself. He was quick to fight and quicker to laugh. He had once 
been a boisterous, sympathetic creature who would not hesitate to 
empty your skull upon the pavement or protect those who needed it. 
Edu had always been, amongst all his other failings, an honest man. 

“Master Edu declines a retort but wonders if you plan to climb off 
your scratching post for this discussion,” Ylena said with a thin air of 
amusement herself. 

Kamira cackled, taking no offense at the comment. In fact, quite the 
opposite. She always enjoyed trading words, if not fists, with the far 
bigger warrior. “No, I do think I prefer it here, thank you. It gives me 
a better view of the bald spot growing on your head, old man.” 


From the slight shake of Edu’s shoulders, it was clear he found the 
quip amusing. He had no bald spot, nor did he show any sign of aging. 
Yet Kamira was one of the few who dared call Edu by anything other 
than the proper titles. She was also one of the rarer few who did not 
then immediately have her teeth scattered about the floor for it. 

It was not surprising that Edu and Kamira were good allies and 
friends. The warriors in Edu’s house and the violent shifters were 
closer aligned in nature than most houses. 

While each house remained autonomous and alliances were heavily 
discouraged—hence his own need to discard his lordship to marry the 
shifter—it had always been the expected tradition that the Houses of 
Moons and Flames were always of a like mind. 

Nor was it surprising that Edu and Kamira had called each other 
lovers for many long years and even still from time to time. It 
bothered Lyon none, for he alone had the tigress’s heart. Such was the 
way of Under, after all. 

Indeed, the only other houses who could otherwise come close to 
assuming friendship were the houses of black, and of his own, the 
priests in white. It was for that reason also, not just his repugnant 
behavior, that Otoi was absent. It would be but a bare heartbeat 
before the oaf scampered to Aon to speak of what he knew. 

Lyon had once called the King in Black his dear friend, but Lyon 
could not forgive the warlock for his actions during the Great War or 
for the pain and torment he paid to all upon this world. The thought 
he may do it again was enough to ensure Lyon’s silence. Aon was 
troubled and dangerous, especially so in the past few centuries of his 
rule. 

“Now that we are met...” Maverick brought them back to the 
matter at hand and stood. He tugged on the bottom of his dark gray 
vest to straighten it. He lifted a silver-headed cane from the bench 
beside him and stepped forward. The metal tip made a resounding 
noise upon the stone as he walked. “May we discuss that?” He pointed 
a finger at the orrery overhead. 

Edu turned his head to follow his trail, and when he laid eyes upon 
the turquoise glass orb that hung suspended in the air, his hands 
clenched into hard fists at his sides. The silent man’s body language 
shifted, and he was a heated, tense coil. Even with his layers of leather 
and animal pelts, it was clear how angry he had instantly become. 

“Yes, you see correctly, Master Edu.” Ziza headed Ylena off at the 
pass. For if there was one person who could predict in this world what 
the great King in Red was thinking even before his empath, it was 
Ziza. For more reasons than one. “Last night, the orb that represents 
the House of Dreams returned. As you can see, it remains dormant. 
But it has returned and, ergo, may wake.” 


“How is this possible?” Maverick asked the question they were all 
thinking. 

“All things in this world strive for balance. And perhaps now the 
Ancients have seen fit to allow this to occur,” Ziza replied, her voice 
icy and empty of all emotion. 

“But how?” Kamira reiterated. “How exactly is King Qta going to 
return from the dead?” 

“He will not. King Qta has been rendered back to the blood from 
which he came. The Ancients will not see fit to raise him.” 

“Then...who will lead the house? And how are they to 
spontaneously gain the gifts that have lain dead for so long?” Kamira 
asked. 

Ziza sighed and did not respond. 

“One question at a time, Kamira,” Maverick reminded her. “Ziza, 
who shall rise to lead the House of Dreams?” 

“T do not know. In the visions, that part is unclear.” 

“Master Edu wishes to know if this is Aon’s doing,” Ylena 
interjected. 

“Yes. It will be by Aon’s hand that the House of Dreams rises once 
more.” 

Edu snarled low in his throat, a rumble that carried easily in the 
echoing hall. The muscles in his neck were twitching in a sincere 
desire to cause significant harm to someone, but no one was available 
on which to vent such frustrations. 

Ylena laid a gentle hand on his arm, and he let out a long, angry 
sigh and lowered his head, doing his best to calm down. The two 
could communicate silently, and some powerful exchange had passed 
between the two, to simmer his boiling fury. Edu lifted his head after 
a long pause. “Will he seek to control whoever rises to the House of 
Dreams?” Ylena asked Ziza. 

“I do not know. Should this come to pass, Aon will have great 
influence over the dreamer, that much is apparent. But he will not 
control them directly.” Ziza’s pure white eyes had slid shut as she 
focused upon what she could see in her mind. 

Edu took a step toward Ziza but pulled himself to a halt. Lyon could 
tell even with his full mask and his silence that Edu wished to reach 
out and touch the Oracle. Wanted to remember a time long passed or 
perhaps to take her by the arms and insist she speak clearly. 

For the Lady of Fate spoke in riddles. Always answering very 
literally the question that was asked and nothing more. For while the 
Oracle would never lie, they would only say unto the speaker that 
which they have very specifically requested. A careless question had 
brought down whole families. A careful one had reshaped the world. 
To do anything more would be to delve too deeply into the stormy 


waters of the past, present, and future, the rushing tide of all that the 
Oracle could see. Targeted questions and one at a time were all they 
had the aptitude to divine from the chaos. 

“Does Aon seek to rise to ultimate power, as he had once before?” 
Kamira asked. 

Ziza tilted her head slightly. “No.” 

Edu snarled, not accepting that answer. He shook his head. Ylena 
spoke for him. “While he may not seek to rise in the same fashion, his 
intentions are clearly the same. If he would exert influence over the 
dreamers, nothing more need be known of his motives.” 

Kamira shrugged. “Just a question,” she replied, clearly feeling out 
of her league with the matter at hand. 

“Do you see exactly how the dreamers return?” Maverick asked. 

“Yes,” came the icy response. 

“How, then?” 

“By blood.” 

Maverick sighed. A useless response. He had been too vague, too 
broad in his question. He rubbed his hand over the part of his face 
that was visible around the purple mask. 

Ylena spoke for Edu once more. “Does the girl Lydia have anything 
to do with this?” 

“Yes.” 

“Does Aon make her queen of the House of Dreams?” 

“No,” Ziza responded with the barest tilt of her head. There was 
something else there—something confusing to the Oracle. Her brow 
knitted into a bare furrow before smoothing a moment later. 

Lyon may have been the only one who caught it. Lyon stepped 
forward from the wall and spoke for the first time in the evening. 
“Ziza...” She turned her head toward him but did not open her eyes. 
“What did you just see?” 

“Lydia lying upon cobblestones. Her life bleeding out upon the 
ground around her. Aon, holding her in his arms.” 

Kamira laughed. “Likely to simply scrape her up from where he put 
her.” 

Lyon was not so sure. The way Ziza had said it, there was the barest 
hint of sorrow. As though there was sadness in the vision she had 
seen. What could it mean, that she felt grief in this vision? Surely it 
was not her own. She did not feel any barest emotion save for what 
she gleaned from what she saw. So, therefore, the melancholy 
belonged to someone in the apparition. Aon? 

No one else seemed to notice the brief flicker. 

Edu crossed the hall to stand in front of Ziza. He did not reach out 
to touch her, though it was clear he desired it. “Edu implores you, 
Lady Ziza. Tell us. What must be done to save our world?” 


Ziza bowed her head, her stark white hair falling along her pale 
skin. After a long pause, she spoke. Cold and empty, with neither joy 
nor suffering. 

“Lydia must die.” 


Chapter Fifteen 


“This isn’t fair!” Lydia slapped her cards down onto the table and 
sighed in a huff. “You don’t even know how to play. How the hell do 
you keep winning?” 

“The rules are simple enough.” Aon looked down at the two cards 
he laid out in front of him. A straight. The jackass had pulled a 
straight. He didn’t even bother to reach for the chips in the center of 
the table, knowing they would have to either call the game over or 
she’d have to gather them up to start over anyway. 

Aon had taken her to a restaurant in a city on the far side of the 
world from his home. It felt like Earth, if it weren’t for the monsters 
and the masks, of course. It reminded her so much of Jacob Wirth’s in 
downtown Boston, it made her homesick. The polished dark wood, the 
flags, the simplicity of it. Lydia had asked him to take her somewhere 
different from his home, and he had apparently decided that 
something vaguely referencing a German pub was the answer. 

This city, named M’url, kind of reminded her of travel shows she 
had seen on Prague. The real question was, which city had influenced 
which? Which world had been the inspiration? Slowly, Lydia was 
coming to realize it was a mix of both. Some of this world was what 
Earthlings had brought here with them, and the rest was what Under 
had paid to Earth in trade. 

Soaring chapels and statues left her gaping in awe. Twisted and 
warped architecture that had such amazing detail it would have made 
the designer of the Sagrada Familia squint and ask if it was too much. 
They had spent the day wandering the streets, with her pulling him off 
in random directions and peppering him with questions on how his 
world worked and how this place functioned. What was she looking 
at? Where was this? Why was this? 

Aon answered every question with patience and an even temper 
and seem to even find happiness in his stories and explanations. He 
did love to tell a tale or to grandstand, and he took every opportunity 


he could to spout off some anecdote from his past. 

Yet again he had humored her with a sort of tenderness she hadn’t 
expected. 

The city was beautiful with its uneven cobblestone streets and 
achingly eerie street lamps that seemed to glow from within with tiny, 
glowing orbs of light of some kind. They almost looked like they 
should be insects, but Aon had said no. Not even insects remained on 
Under since the death of Qta. But she wasn’t wrong. The glowing 
lights were intended to replicate the insects the lampposts had all 
once contained so long ago. So they were supposed to look like bugs, 
apparently. Even if they weren’t real. 

When Lydia had asked why they had gone through all the effort 
and not simply replaced them with electric lights, Aon sighed and 
shook his head. “To stave off the fear of the inevitability of the end. It 
is easier to embrace a falsehood than the void,” he had explained. 

They had gone through all the trouble of creating fake blinking 
insects to avoid having to accept that their world was dying. It was 
tragic. It was rather beautifully human. 

Walking around the city until her feet were sore, they finally 
stopped for dinner. He had taken her to his favorite establishment in 
the city, which was odd, seeing as he had admitted to never sampling 
the food or drink. There was a story there that he seemed reluctant to 
tell, so she let it slide. He had been so forthcoming with her, so honest 
and direct with his answers, she let his attempt to dodge go by 
without a challenge. 

And so, here they were. In a German-style restaurant in a German- 
style city populated by, well, German-style monsters. 

This place even had bratwurst. Aon had goaded and teased her 
until she finally agreed to try some of the monster meat. It was... 
honestly, damn good. So were the drinks, so she could hardly 
complain. She tried to adopt a more when-in-Rome mindset to her 
new world. 

Aon was not eating or drinking, as he couldn’t while wearing his 
mask. He promised it did not bother him, but to give him something 
to do besides watching her, she had asked the terrified waiter for a 
deck of cards and a set of chips. 

Aon commanded much more than respect; he commanded fear. He, 
to his credit, had warned her. Everyone in Under seemed afraid to 
even look at him, let alone talk to him. All day long, people had 
turned and run from him. Or cowered and shrank away if they 
couldn’t beat a hasty retreat. No one would look at him directly, 
instead choosing to stare down at their feet. 

The warlock was, as he had said, a demon amongst monsters to 
these people. Only those wearing black masks could even find the 


strength to raise their head to make eye contact. 

But here she was, teaching him Texas Hold ’Em and getting her 
clock cleaned by a man who claimed to have no knowledge of poker. 

“You’re different with me than you are with everyone else.” Lydia 
took his chips and hers and began to set them back out into starting 
piles. “Why is that?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You talk to me differently than you do everyone else. I haven’t 
seen it until now, since taking me out on the town. Everyone who sees 
you either runs away or collapses to the ground in worship. They’re 
afraid to even look at you. I mean, I know that mask is stupid, but...” 

“Careful, my dear,” he warned, but there was a playful tone in his 
voice. 

“And you treat them differently. You barely speak to them. You 
loom or stare. It’s clear the last thing you want in the world is for 
anybody to talk to you. You might as well be wearing a sign that 
reads, ‘Look at me and Ill claw your goddamn face off.” 

“You are rather bold tonight.” 

Lydia smiled at him cheekily and raised her beer to him in a salute 
before sipping it. Under had, she had to admit, really good beer. “Your 
fault for letting me drink. The filter shuts down.” 

“Does it, now?” 

“You have no idea. I’m having fun and drinking, which makes this 
even more dangerous for you.” Lydia snickered, leaned back in her 
seat, and played with the chips on the table, flipping one idly between 
her fingers. She might be a crap poker player, but she was dexterous. 
Call it her one skill in life; she was good with her hands. She walked 
the chip across the back of her fingers from pointer to pinky and back 
again. 

She blinked as Aon reached forward and took the chip from her 
hand. He was wearing his black glove on his flesh-and-blood hand, 
and dressing in all black, it made him hard for her to see in the dim 
room. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and, closing his 
fist around it, reopened his hand to show that the chip had vanished. 
He had used sleight-of-hand to vanish the chip somewhere, and she 
couldn’t tell where. But the graceful movement of his fingers was 
enough to show her that he had done it for real. 

That didn’t stop her from teasing him over his shameless 
showboating. “It’s not impressive if I know you can do real magic.” 
Aon was a show-off, that much was clear. It made her smile, though, 
and maybe that had been the whole point. 

Aon huffed a laugh through his nose and, with the snap of his 
fingers, procured the chip again between his middle and pointer 
fingers and held it back out to her. She took it from him and turned it 


over in her hand as she thought. “And you didn’t answer my 
question.” 

“As far as I could tell, it was an observation, not a question.” Aon 
shrugged and leaned back against the leather seat. “I saw no reason to 
deny or confirm your suspicion.” 

“I asked you why.” 

“You said you are having fun. Are you truly?” He avoided her 
question once more. 

“Of course.” 

“Expound. Why?” 

Lydia shifted and looked off into the restaurant. Tables of people 
laughing, eating, drinking, and enjoying themselves. Engrossed in 
conversations. It felt real. It felt normal. Even if they were beasts and 
monsters, it was still...just...people being people. 

“Why am I having fun?” Maybe it was the beer and her comfortably 
fuzzy head that made her so honest. “I’m exploring somewhere special 
with someone special, that’s why.” 

When Aon said nothing, she had to retrace her steps and try to 
figure out what had caused his silence. It made her face suddenly 
grow hot as she realized what she had said. “I’m sorry, that was dumb, 
I—” 

A finger on her lips stunned her to silence. He turned her head 
toward him with the gentle press of his hand. He leaned in on the 
table to speak to her, quietly, his voice barely audible in the din of the 
restaurant. “Then you have answered your own question.” 


When Aon “blinked” them back to his home, Lydia felt her stomach 
lurch in motion even as everything else stilled. Before she could 
recover from the teleportation, he had pressed her up against the wall 
of the library and leaned his body into hers, pinning her against the 
surface with the length of his thigh. 

“Can you even fathom,” Aon purred, his hand slipping through her 
hair only to clench it in a fist and pull her head backward, “what I 
have wished to do to you all damn day?” 

Lydia shuddered at his grasp and knew her small whimper from 
him yanking her head back was anything but a deterrent to him. He 
was a violent lover, but to his credit, he hadn’t taken it too far. Aon 
seemed to know precisely how far to go before it would be too much. 
There was nothing he had done to her that she hadn’t adored. 

Aon was possessive. He was needy. He was controlling. 

And Lydia loved it. 

“I think I would like to taste your lips once more,” he murmured as 


he reached his hand toward her temple, intending to switch off her 
vision. 

Maybe it was the beer. 

Yeah, blame it on the beer. 

Lydia caught his hand in hers and stopped him. He tilted his head 
to her curiously, as if wondering why she interrupted him. She folded 
his hand against her shoulder and let her own hands wander across 
him. “Not so fast.” 

Now that she had a chance to finally touch him, she let her hands 
run up his chest, lacing the fingers into his hair at the back of his 
neck, and pulled him closer. He let out a low, appreciative sound in 
his throat as he obeyed. 

She wanted him. That dark power was as dangerous as it was 
exciting. There was still a fear of what he was—of what he could do— 
but it only seemed to add to her desire. His predatory nature fed a fire 
in her she hadn’t known she owned. He was a shark in the ocean, a 
tiger in the jungle, awe-inspiring and deadly. 

His prosthetic metal hand dug its claws into her hip. He was 
already trying to reclaim control and make her squirm underneath his 
grasp. 

Lydia had other plans. She gave up the exploration of him by 
gripping his wrist and pulling it away from her. She pointed with her 
other hand to his odd, asymmetrical wing-back chair by the fire. “Sit.” 

Oh, man. She was gambling big time. 

“Pardon me?” Aon hissed as he withdrew an inch in surprise. 

It had been a command. An order. Lydia had just issued Aon a 
mandate. He straightened his shoulders in haughty indignation at her 
ballsy move. 

“You heard me,” Lydia repeated and pointed at his chair again like 
she might at a dog. “Sit.” 

Aon laughed. For a moment, she wondered if he was going to stick 
his clawed fingers into her ribs like he did in her dream. But his 
laughter calmed, and he shook his head. Aon withdrew from her like 
the prowl of a jungle cat and walked to his chair, dramatically 
slumping into it. He held out his arms as if to say, “Now what?” 

Lydia followed him and felt her conviction waver for just a 
moment. Oh, hell, what the fuck was she doing? This wasn’t some guy 
from the bar; this wasn’t some second date. She bit back her 
trepidation and her questionable self-assuredness. You started it. You 
finish it. 

Putting a hand on the back of the chair beside his head, she shifted 
to straddle his legs. Lydia sat down on his lap, kneeling over him. She 
leaned into his neck, and he tilted his head away, letting her kiss his 
throat—slowly, lingering—wanting to taste him. Wanting to memorize 


how he moved. He moaned as she did, and he shifted underneath her 
impatiently. How she wished it were his lips. How she wished she 
could kiss him and still see what she was doing. And she’d need to see 
to do what she planned. 

His hand ran up her back slowly, starting at her waist, slipping 
underneath her shirt. 

Well, now was time to take her gamble. Roll the dice and see what 
happened. Lydia broke the kiss, grinning against him, and took his 
hand in hers and captured the other without a fuss from him. She 
placed his hands on the arms of his wing-back chair. “No touching. 
You touch, I stop.” 

Aon froze and sat there silently, locked tight. Seemingly unsure— 
even for him—of what to do. 

Lydia suddenly knew nobody had ever done this to him; nobody 
had ever tried to turn the tables. He was always in control. Always the 
master of the situation. Always the commander of what transpired 
around him. 

She was playing with fire. 

But when she released his hands, Aon didn’t move them. He merely 
shifted his grip on the arms of the chair and sat perfectly still. Rigid 
and locked solid like a statue. He was tense, uncertain, as if he were 
wary about what she might do. 

What on Earth did he think she was up to, that he was so wound 
up? “Oh, relax,” she said with a breathy chuckle and kissed his throat 
once more. She couldn’t kiss his face, so that would have to do. “What 
the hell do you think I could even do to you, anyway?” 

The beer was definitely to blame. 

“T do not know what you are plotting, my darling, but I warn you to 
tread lightly,” he said, even as he turned his head further to make 
more room for her. 

Lydia grinned and leaned in and kissed his jawline slowly, letting 
herself trace touches of her lips meticulously up along the curved line 
up toward his ear. “Don’t you trust me?” Lydia lingered on the edge of 
his mask. 

“I do not surrender control. And certainly not in such matters.” 
Aon’s voice was husky and dark from her kisses. Even through his 
threat, he squirmed underneath her. Yet again, his responsiveness 
surprised her. When she dug her teeth into his neck just barely, he 
arched his back and let out a moan. 

Lydia let herself linger at each spot she tormented as she wandered 
up his neck and let Aon feel the warmth of her breath and the heat of 
her tongue. Slowly, she made her way to his ear, captured the lobe in 
her mouth, and bit down. Not gently, either. 

Aon hissed breath in through his teeth, clenched his flesh-and-blood 


fist, and pounded it into the arm of the chair. The breath left him in a 
deep growl. She could hear the claws of his metal prosthetic digging 
into the wood armrest of the chair, digging trenches in surface. He 
was a taut bowstring beneath her, needing to move, yanking against 
his proverbial leash. “You little succubus...” 

Lydia started unbuttoning his vest and then undid his tie. Forcing 
herself to take her time, she continued with his black silk shirt. She 
forced herself to let it linger. Her hands were now at his waistline, and 
she undid the last button and pulled the fabric apart. He had not worn 
an undershirt, and for that, she was immensely grateful. 

Letting both her hands roam up over his chest, she marveled at how 
he felt. Hard like marble, yet it gave way under her fingers. He 
twitched at her touch, as though he were not expecting it. As though 
he were not used to it. The marks on his chest were beautiful and 
haunting in their geometric gatherings and lines. She had seen them in 
the hot spring that night, but she hadn’t really been able to appreciate 
them. 

He had the power of a god, but...he was here. Now. With her. 

As her hands wandered, tracing the lines, soaking in what he felt 
like, he continued to shift and twitch at her touch. “Don’t you let 
people touch you?” 

“Rarely, if ever. Few offer—even fewer are allowed.” 

Lydia leaned her head in close, letting her tongue run along the line 
of his ear, before nipping at his skin and whispering once more. 
“Selfish man, trying to deny me this.” Lydia began nipping at his 
jawline, just under the edge of his mask, her hands slipping along his 
sides. “Both times so far, it hasn’t been fair. You haven’t let me really 
touch you. Really enjoy you.” 

A low growl escaped Aon again, a sound thick with need and 
frustration. His hands left the armrests and reached for her. She pulled 
back and grinned at him mischievously. She ticked a finger in front of 
his face. 

“Ah-ah,” she scolded. He returned his hands to the armrests, but it 
seemed like it took every ounce of his willpower to do so. This was a 
game—a game he was willingly entertaining—but he was already 
straining at the end of his leash. “I’m going to take my sweet time 
with you. It’s my turn.” 

Lydia let the finger she had taunted him with run along his chest, 
tracing the lines of black ink. Leaning down, she replaced her finger 
with her tongue. “One of these days, I think Pd like to lick every line 
of ink you own.” 

For a moment, Aon cracked. With a snarl, he went to grab at her 
hips to pull her down harder against the proof of her efforts. Lydia 
snickered and stood and slid off his lap before he could. She moved to 


stand in front of him. “The rules are so simple,” she teased over his 
comments about their poker game. 

Aon gripped the arms of the chair hard enough that the wood 
creaked. But he did not snap. He didn’t break his control or their 
game. With a long, frustrated sigh, he leaned his head back once 
more. “Very well,” he growled, sounding almost furiously angry, but 
his chest was rising and falling too heavily to truly mask his desire. It 
gave her the gall to continue. 

This time, she undressed because she wanted to, and she took her 
time. Lydia wanted Aon to watch as if she didn’t care. It was a task to 
keep her hands from shaking. When she was finally completely nude, 
she slipped back on top of his lap, straddling him as she had before. 

What a beautiful creature was beneath her. Lydia stroked his hair 
back from his face, combing her fingers through the black tendrils as 
she tilted his head back against the wing-back chair. 

“Oh, yes, judging by that sultry expression of yours, you have only 
just now discovered your attraction to me,” he complained through a 
heavy breath. “Clearly, I am some lascivious beast for wooing you in 
such a toward and unkind fashion.” 

Lydia laughed and rested her head against his shoulder briefly. It 
was a Sarcastic and bitter statement, but he really was only speaking 
the truth. “Shut up and let me do my thing.” 

“And what is your ‘thing,’ exactly?” 

She put a finger over the spot on his mask under which his lips 
would be. “You talk too much.” When he obediently remained silent, 
she let her lips find his ear again to whisper to him. “So shut up and 
find out.” 


Chapter Sixteen 


“Let me go!” 

“For the last time, no. And if you ask again, I will snap your neck.” 

A low snarl, and the sound of someone slumping down onto the 
ground. “Fuck this. This sucks.” 

“There you are, using that word again.” 

Lyon leaned against the tree in the wooded clearing, listening to 
Kamira and Nicholas bicker once more. The boy had not been freed 
from where he was chained to the tree for several days. Now, at least, 
the chain wrapped several times around his neck, allowing him some 
freedom to roam like a dog on a leash. Kamira was staying with the 
boy, partially to ensure he would not escape, but also to keep him 
company. He was part of her own pack, after all, and Lyon could tell 
she felt guilty for keeping the pup restrained. 

Kamira knew Nicholas would immediately go to Aon and Lydia to 
warn them of what was to come. Lyon wished he could do so. He 
wanted to snap the chains himself and let the shifter pup go save his 
friend. Dooming Lydia to the grave left an awful taste in his mouth, 
but Ziza had been clear. To save Under, Lydia must die. 

It left no small ache in his heart, regardless. Arms wound around 
his waist. He looked down at his wife, who stepped into his frame and 
leaned up against him. “I dislike this as much as you,” Kamira said. 
“The girl does not deserve this fate. But life in Under has never been 
fair.” 

Lyon went to respond but was cut off as a roar of flame burst up 
from the ground in the center of the clearing. The swirl of fire cast 
stark shadows, and Lyon had to wince and turn his face away from the 
unexpected bright light. 

Neither Kamira nor Lyon were alarmed. They knew what the fire 
heralded. Nicholas, however, did not. He jumped quickly back to his 
feet and recoiled both from the blaze and who appeared standing in 
the center of the swirl as the flame died down. 


Edu, with Ylena at his side. 

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” Kamira asked the big man 
sarcastically as she pushed away from Lyon. 

“Master Edu has come to take the boy, Nicholas. He will serve as 
bait to lure Lydia away from Aon,” Ylena responded. 

The young man was pressed up against a tree, wide-eyed and 
terrified as he watched the scene unfold, helpless to decide his own 
fate. Kamira snarled and moved to stand between Edu and Nicholas, 
protecting her pack member. “No. He is one of mine. You have no 
jurisdiction here. You are not the reigning king, lest you forget.” 

Edu sighed. “Master Edu finds your use of Aon’s status suddenly 
very convenient. You had no complaints earlier today,” Ylena said. 

“You were not going to murder one of my own this afternoon!” 

“Master Edu has no desire to kill the boy,” Ylena retorted. 

“But you know it will happen. Using him as bait? What do you 
think Aon will do?” Kamira hissed, baring her teeth in a show of 
primal anger. “No. Bad enough the girl shall die. You will not take 
him too.” 

Edu tilted his head thoughtfully and watched Kamira for a long 
moment in silence. “Then Master Edu has another way in which you 
can assist.” 


To say this marketplace was impressive would be an 
understatement. Lydia had never experienced anything like it. 

There was so much to see, it was dizzying. So much detail, so much 
texture. Colors of fabric of every kind, baubles, weapons, tools, and 
more were stacked in piles and arranged so they might stand out to 
passing customers. 

Tents were arranged and stacked on top of each other at angles that 
might make sense to someone, somewhere. And holy hell, the crowds 
were another thing entirely. 

Monsters and people alike, servants and masked, added to the mad 
array of the marketplace. Maybe if it was empty, it would be less 
intimidating. But the movement made it even more confusing of a 
display. 

The vendors were hawking their wares loudly, even yelling at each 
other when one of them would step on the other one’s announcements 
of “best this” or “best that.” Spices and the smell of cooking foods 
were rich in the air. Something on a stick was being fried in deep oil 
that might have been some manner of rodent at one point or another. 

She stepped backward and out of the way of a cart rolling by and 
straight into the chest of Aon. He chuckled, a sound she felt more than 


heard in the din of the market, and he placed his metal hand on her 
shoulder. “Everything quite all right?” He sounded genuinely amused. 

“I just...wow.” Lydia shook her head, stunned. “I guess I didn’t 
realize—” She cut herself off, realizing it might be insulting to him. 

“Realize what, darling?” 

“That you all lived here.” 

“Of course, we do. What a silly statement.” 

“No, I mean that you really have lives, that, uh...” Lydia paused, 
watching someone walk by with a gigantic, vulture-esque creature 
walking behind him. It was one of the beasts of Under. It walked on 
the apex of its wings as though they were arms and plodded behind a 
hooded figure in green. The creature had a skull for a head, its large, 
gaping eye sockets housing only a bright white pinprick of light 
within them. 

Its body looked rotten and torn away, the ribs of its chest cavity 
exposed. When it looked at her and fluffed its feathers, its ribs 
expanded and moved along with them. Lydia took a step back into 
Aon, who placed a hand reassuringly on her shoulder. Seeing who she 
was with, the vulture turned its head away and kept walking behind 
its friend. 

Now she’d seen a giant nightmare vulture. Great. 

“So people can befriend beasts?” 

“Of course.” 

“T thought you guys just went around killing each other all the 
time.” 

Aon laughed, this time audibly. “Violence defines us, yes. But we 
are far more than that. Look around you and see a world of souls 
building lives for themselves.” 

Lydia tried not to be sheepish at his rebuke. He was right. She had 
thought everything on Under were just monsters living in holes, 
waiting for their next meals. Of course, there was more to them than 
that. 

“You believed we were but strange creatures, haunting the halls of 
our abodes, with no manner of commerce or comings or goings? We 
eat. We love. We build families, even if we cannot have children. We 
seek to better ourselves. We practice our trades, such as any others 
may do. We are a people just like yours, in all ways save our inherent 
superiority.” 

It was a nice speech, except for that last bit. “Hah, very funny. I’m 
not touching that statement with a ten-foot pole.” 

“Better to concede the argument before it begins, I agree.” There 
was still a deep amusement in Aon’s voice. He was poking her, and 
she wasn’t going to take the bait. So instead, she stuck her tongue out 
at him. He laughed again and shook his head. The metal hand on her 


shoulder squeezed reassuringly. “Come.” 

Even with the thickness of the crowds, everyone parted for Aon like 
the Red Sea, clearly afraid to come too close to the King of Shadows. 
It was hard to remember that he commanded so much fear until Lydia 
saw it etched on the faces of the people around her as they cowered 
away from him at his passing. 

He was different with Lydia. He humored her insolence. It was clear 
the way the others bowed or shrank away from him—or both, which 
was a difficult thing to manage—that wasn’t a thing he was known 
for. 

They walked for some time through the tents and stacks of items. 
Baskets of spices piled up like dust, fabrics draping in the wind in 
colorful and strange patterns, some with symbols blazoned upon them 
like flags, for each of the six living houses. When Lydia stopped to 
watch at a street performer, who was sitting and playing a percussion 
instrument she’d never seen before, she felt a hand rest on her lower 
back. 

Aon had come to stand up beside her. The way he stood with his 
body just barely touching hers, itd be clear to onlookers what it 
meant. “Careful,” she said to him in an aside, not wanting to interrupt 
the performer, “people might think you’re here consorting with an 
inferior human. Think of the scandal.” 

“It troubles not my reputation, I assure you. I have no reputation 
left to lose. This show of affection will impugn yours worse than 
mine.” 

“What reputation? I don’t belong here. Even if I did, I don’t really 
care what people think I am, or I’m not.” 

“Good.” Aon wrapped his hand around her waist. “Besides, better 
they know you are under my protection.” His flesh-and-blood hand, 
wearing the black glove he always wore in public, tucked a strand of 
her blonde hair behind her ear. 

When the performer finished, Lydia applauded with the crowd. Aon 
did not. They walked from the gathering and resumed wandering from 
row to row of tents and stalls. The fabric stretched over their wares 
were meant to protect their goods from...what, exactly? Moonlight? 
Rain? 

Suddenly, she realized she had never seen a cloud in the sky. She 
looked up and saw nothing, just an empty black abyss. No stars, only 
the three moons that hovered in the sky this night. “Aon?” she asked. 

“Yes, my dear?” 

“Does it ever rain here?” 

There was a long pause, and when she looked at Aon, his shoulders 
were stiff. The question had triggered something in him, and she 
regretted her question. 


“Never mind,” she insisted. “Forget I asked.” 

“Merely another part of our world that has faded and died,” Aon 
said darkly. “Along with the stars in the sky, went with it the rain, the 
storms...the snow. There are no oceans to move the wind. No 
mountains to gather the clouds.” 

Lydia felt her heart ache at the deadness in Aon’s voice and the 
emptiness there. She reached out and took his hand and laced her 
fingers with his, squeezing it. “I’m sorry.” 

“Tt is not your sin for which to apologize.” 

Lydia lifted his hand to her face and placed a kiss against the back 
of his knuckles. “C’mon,” she said with a smile, trying to snap him out 
of the mood she’d put him in. “Let’s keep going.” 

Another row of booths over, there was a stall selling lanterns. The 
glass globes were filled with blinking false insects. They were the 
magical, replacement bugs she had seen in the lampposts in M’url. 
They came in all colors, even black, somehow. Lydia had never seen a 
literal black light, but sure enough, they managed to glow. More 
because they illuminated the things around them in a ghastly gray 
tone than they lit up in any way. 

“My lady,” the man inside the booth addressed Lydia. It took her a 
moment to realize the man was talking to her. Nobody here even 
dared look at her, let alone speak to her. He wore thick glasses on the 
top of his head and no mask. Purple writing was etched down one side 
of his kind, craggy face. He had barely glanced up at her as he was 
bending a thin piece of silver wire into a careful filigree shape on his 
workbench. Lydia bet that if he had seen who she was—or more 
importantly, who was looming beside her like a black inkblot—he 
might not have decided to talk to her. 

“They’re beautiful,” Lydia said to the man. “You do amazing work.” 

“T thank you! It is difficult magic to control. When they are happy, 
their shows are quite stunning.” 

“They're sentient?” Lydia blinked. She’d thought they were 
glorified plastic fake fish in a tank. 

“In a manner. They are artificial, so they have no souls. But they 
have moods and personalities, even still.” The man chuckled. 

Aon scoffed quietly from beside her, clearly not believing the old 
man. 

Lydia had seen plenty of stranger things since she had come to 
Under, so fine, semi-sentient blinking magical orbs. Why not? “They’re 
happy, locked up in there?” 

“A cage to one is a home to another.” The craftsman let out a warm 
laugh. “They are little marvels, aren’t they? I assure you, they do not 
mind their containers. Indeed, it is how they thrive. Out in the open 
air, they cannot survive.” 


That sounded familiar. “I can sympathize,” Lydia said with a 
playful grin directed at Aon. 

Aon sighed heavily. “Must you always find a reason to taunt me?” 

“Call it a gift.” 

“Hmm?” The older man looked up finally and lowered his glasses 
over his eyes. Seeing her—and Aon—his eyes shot wide, and he nearly 
fell from his stool. “My lady! My king, forgive me! I did not know.” 

Aon remained silent, just staring at the poor older man. No wonder 
he gave everyone the creeps. The lantern-maker stammered helplessly, 
apologized again, and was very nearly on his knees, begging for 
mercy. 

“Tt’s fine.” Lydia smiled reassuringly at the craftsman. She went so 
far as to elbow Aon in the ribs, and he turned his head to look at her. 
She shot him a glare, reminding him to play nice. 

Aon moved his head in an exaggerated version of what she 
imagined to be an exasperated eye-roll. “You have committed no 
crime. Speaking to her is not against the law.” Aon dropped his voice 
to mutter to her. “Although her speaking may soon be.” 

Lydia resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him again. “Sorry 
to disturb you,” she said to the craftsman. 

“No, no! You are not a disturbance.” He stood and brushed himself 
off and bowed low at the waist. “I have never been in the presence of 
a king before. I am pleased to meet you both.” 

No, you’re not, Lydia wanted to reply, but she kept that to herself. 
“My name’s Lydia.” She extended her hand to shake his. He reached 
out to take it but glanced to Aon and stammered. The merchant 
nervously lowered his hand. It was like having a two-ton rabid tiger 
standing behind her. “Really, they’re beautiful.” She tried to redirect 
the suddenly incredibly awkward moment. 

“Oh! Well, if I may...” The craftsman turned to the back of his 
booth and began leafing through parts and pieces. He opened a 
drawer in what looked like a cabinet on wheels and was digging about 
for something or other. He was muttering to himself and then let out 
an “Ah!” and turned back around. 

The man held in his hands what looked like a chrysalis of a strange 
butterfly, cast in hand-blown glass and delicate silver details. It was 
on the end of a long, delicate chain. Inside it was a single blinking tiny 
orb, one of the odd black ones. It was tiny, much more so than the 
orbs in the other containers, and at least it seemed to have plenty of 
room. 

“It doesn’t get along with the others,” the man said with a faint 
smile. “It prefers to be alone and is quite happy in here, I promise you. 
It did not glow once until it was by itself.” 

“This is nonsense. They are not alive,” Aon muttered under his 


breath behind her, unheard by the merchant. 

“If I may give it to the lady as a gift?” the older man asked Aon. 

“If she would have it.” 

“I...I couldn’t.” Lydia blinked, surprised. “It’s too beautiful.” 

“I insist.” The craftsman held it out farther, smiling. 

Lydia reached out to take it gently from the man and held it in her 
palm. The little black spot of light was blinking steadily like a tiny 
firefly. It was beautiful. It almost brought her to tears, and when she 
looked up, the merchant’s craggy face was creased in warmth. He 
knew how much it meant to her, just by her expression. 

“May it give you some light in the darkness,” he said gently. He 
could tell by her lack of marks on her face who she was, she knew. It 
was a gesture of pure kindness. Lydia slipped the long silver chain 
around her neck and let the little blinking orb dangle in its glass 
chrysalis. 

“T can’t thank you enough, really.” Lydia picked up the glass 
container again to marvel at the little thing. The chrysalis easily fit in 
the palm of her hand. 

“It is my honor. I am glad it has found a proper home.” 

Aon was apparently done with the sappy exchange. He pulled her 
by the elbow. “Thank you for your gesture, merchant. We will be 
going now.” 

The man bowed low as they walked away, Lydia stammering out a 
half-attempted goodbye. She shot a half-hearted glare up at Aon. 
“That was rude.” 

“T was bored. At least now I might be able to find you in a dark 
room. To think he believes them to be sentient,” Aon scoffed. 

“You don’t?” 

“They are the product of magic, nothing more. He is an old, lonely 
man anthropomorphizing an inanimate object.” Aon suddenly seemed 
deeply invested in the conversation, as though something had touched 
a nerve in him. “Magic cannot create a soul.” 

“You sound like you speak from experience.” 

Aon ignored her comment. “Truly, is that abomination going to 
blink incessantly?” 

“T like it.” She defended the little thing. 

“You look like a boat out at sea.” 

“I do not.” Lydia tucked it down the front of her shirt. “There, 
better?” 

“Much.” 

Suddenly, there was shouting and a ruckus from the center of the 
market. It wasn’t the sound of panic or fear. It sounded more like the 
crowd at a boxing match. 

As they approached, the center of the market was cleared into a 


2) 


large circular area. In the middle was a monster that looked as though 
a lizard and a spider had a strange nightmare baby. It was huge, 
probably twenty feet long and ten feet tall. It was howling and 
screeching, and it had great black insect wings that it fluttered with an 
angry and nearly deafening buzz. All right, a lizard, a spider, and a fly 
had a three-way nightmare baby. 

“Whoa,” was all Lydia could muster. 

Aon laughed and drew her closer to the edge of the circle. The 
crowds parted for him without a thought, although a few spared her a 
second glance. Right. She was the freak here, not the insect-lizard- 
spider-monster in the center of the clearing. 

Three men in full armor were standing down the monster. They 
were armed to the teeth with swords, shields, or one man had a spear. 
Judging by the way the crowd was cheering, this hadn’t just broken 
out. 

“What’s happening?” she asked Aon. 

“A contest. Either the men will win or it will kill them.” 

“For fun?” 

“And food. The creature must be starving, after all.” Aon moved to 
stand behind her and placed both of his arms around her, holding her 
against his chest. Lydia sank back against him, unafraid. Time was 
she’d lock up and try to cower away from him. Now, she found solace 
in his embrace. More than that, she had found herself enjoying it. 

The fight was brutal. The three men would edge closer, trying to 
catch the beast unawares or at a weak moment and trying to expose 
its flank or get it into a compromising situation. But the creature could 
fly, and it jumped up and over one of the men. 

When it sent the other two sprawling with the flick of its long, 
whip-like tail, it crushed the third underneath its jagged foot. Jaws 
lowered, and the sound of snapping sinew and tearing flesh was 
nearly drowned out by the screams of excitement from the crowd. 

The sick crunching of bone like twigs breaking underfoot made 
Lydia whip her head away and try to turn away from the fight. “I 
don’t want to watch this.” 

The creature was tearing the man apart. She could tell by his 
screams and the sound of meat being wrenched from the bone. 

Aon was looking down at her, ignoring the fight. “This is my world. 
Our world. He suffers and dies and will rise again on the morrow as 
though nothing had happened. This violence is as much a part of this 
place as the bauble you wear.” 

“I get it, I just don’t have to like it." 

The monster’s meal was interrupted as the other two men had 
rejoined the fray. The creature had been distracted with its kill, letting 
one of the other men dig a spear deep into its haunches. It was 


screeching in pain and thrashing violently at them. Some of the crowd 
had to leap back to avoid its tail as it shattered a stack of boxes in its 
agony. 

But it was not done yet. The second man fell to the creature, 
similarly as the first. This time, the beast had learned not to worry 
about eating him, only to crush his ribs in its jaws and toss him aside. 
The man rolled like a ragdoll, limp and lifeless. His blood was pooling 
out on the cobblestones. 

Lydia’s hand was now covering her mouth, and she tried to pretend 
this was all just a show, a horror movie. None of this was real. The 
man’s body was not twitching in death throes. 

The last man put an end to the fight when he rolled underneath the 
monster, ripping his fallen compatriot’s spear from its haunches and 
digging it up straight through the thing’s skull, from under the jaw 
and up through the exoskeleton. 

The noise was like if you had dropped a pumpkin from the roof of a 
building. Splintering and wet, all at the same time. 

It made Lydia’s stomach flip over, and she was glad she hadn’t 
eaten lunch. She turned her head away and this time had to shut her 
eyes. The sound of the creature falling to the ground with a loud thud 
was once more nearly buried underneath the shouting of the crowd. 
They were cheering on the lone survivor, chanting his name. Tim. 

Wait. Tim? 

Lydia looked back and saw the man rip off his helmet. Sure enough. 
The greaser, the one who served Edu. He was grinning, sweating, and 
oozing from a gash on his chest. But he looked barely the worse for 
wear. Some of the blood on him wasn’t his. The creature bled jet 
black, a tone that was almost green in the moonlight. 

“T know that guy. He’s one of Edu’s.” 

“Is he, now?” Aon was bored again. “Charming.” He turned them 
away from the scene and began to walk back through the crowd the 
way they had come. 

It was astonishing how fast chaos happened. One moment, Lydia 
and Aon were walking away from the fight, and the next, Lydia was 
sitting on the ground. It took her a split second to realize Aon had 
stepped in front of her and pushed her to the ground. It took her a 
second longer to realize he had two arrows rammed all the way 
through his chest. The tips were dripping in crimson. They had been 
meant for her. 

The crowd screamed and ran, emptying from the marketplace as 
quickly as they could, wanting nothing to do with whatever trouble 
was brewing. Lydia flinched as something came rushing at her face, 
raising her hands to protect herself. A third arrow hovered in midair. 
This one, Aon had managed to stop with a gesture of his hand. It burst 


into black flame and crumbled to the ground. 

He grabbed the arrows in his chest, and they too burst into flame 
and were gone. Lydia pushed herself back up to standing, wide-eyed 
and confused. It wasn’t until she saw the figure standing twenty feet 
away from them that she understood what was happening. 

Edu. He was wearing his full armor, standing like the nightmare she 
remembered when this whole ordeal began. He held his broadsword 
in one hand. 

Aon turned to face the man in the armor. Lydia could see several 
people standing behind Edu, two with bows in their hands. The source 
of the attack. Aon was still bleeding from the chest and back, crimson 
blood hard to see against his black clothes as it ran down him. 

Fear, like an old friend, came rushing back to her. 

It was amazing how fast hundreds of people could just get the hell 
out of the way when they needed to. Everyone was gone. Merchants 
had abandoned their wares, deciding it was not worth also 
abandoning their lives. 

“What is the meaning of this cowardice, Edu?” Aon asked, his voice 
thin with pain and anger. While two arrows apparently wouldn’t kill 
him, it was still an injury. The feeling as though she were standing 
near a raging fire came over her, and looking down, his clawed hand 
was consumed in black flame. Lydia took a step back further away 
from him, afraid she might get burned. 

Edu pointed at her. He wanted her dead. The message was clear. 

“Lydia...run.” Aon took a step toward Edu. “Turn and run and do 
not stop. Hide. Do you understand?” His voice was calm and even. 
“He will not pass me. But you will be in great danger here.” 

“No, just—let’s get out of here together. You can teleport us away, 
can’t you?” 

“I am too injured to make it far. I would then be too weak to 
protect you. I will stop him from pursuing you. Find somewhere to 
hide, and I will come for you. Now, be a dear, and do not argue with 
me for once.” 

Lydia took a step back, unsure. 

“Go!” Aon snarled at her as Edu stepped toward the warlock, lifting 
his sword from the ground, ready to attack. 

And so, she did. Lydia turned and ran through the empty 
marketplace and through the twisting stalls and winding corridors of 
colors and strange objects. The sound of mayhem was behind her. 
Cracks of lighting and the sound of objects being blown to pieces. She 
didn’t dare look. If Edu were smart, he’d know he couldn’t kill Aon, so 
Edu would be coming after her. Aon only had to stop him until she 
could hide. Until she could get away. 

Her job was to get as far away as possible, as fast as possible. To 


wedge herself somewhere Edu wouldn’t find her until Aon could 
rescue her. 

Adrenaline pushed Lydia forward. Still the sounds of a fight raged 
on. She reached the edge of the market and was now in the streets of 
the city itself. Tearing through the streets, she stopped at an 
intersection and looked around. The buildings were warped and 
strange like the streets of an ancient city. Buildings were too close 
together and had settled in and away from each other at strange and 
bizarre angles. The lanterns were filled with the same blinking fake 
bugs, casting the streets in a flickering, odd light. 

Lydia leaned up against the wall, trying to catch her breath, trying 
to take a moment to calm her heart enough that she could think. The 
sound of the fight was still raging, and it didn’t sound like it was much 
farther away than when she had started. 

That settled it. Edu was coming for her. Already injured, Aon was 
only managing to slow him down. Several streets later, she came 
across a small city square. A giant statue of a monster was in the 
center. Wings were twisted like strange tendrils around its body, 
looking partly like a cloak or like a thousand octopus tentacles had 
replaced its feathers. 

Someone was standing at the base of the statue. He was a massive, 
hulking figure clothed in leather and animal pelts. A red mask, shaped 
like a skull, covered his face. A woman, dressed in floor-length 
crimson, stood beside him, hands folded neatly in front of her. 

The man moved into the light, and Lydia skidded to a halt. 

Edu. 

This wasn’t possible. Edu was fighting Aon! 

“H...How...?” she stammered. 

“Kamira the shapeshifter,” Ylena provided. “She may take the form 
of more than just beasts. She will be enough to keep Aon busy for a 
few more moments. We needed a distraction. We needed a means to 
remove you from his side.” 

Lydia turned to run the other way and ran smack into someone who 
had come up behind her. A man in bloody armor. “Hey, toots,” the 
man said down at her, grief in his voice. Tim. “I’m really sorry about 
this, kid.” 

Lydia tried to run around him, but he grabbed her and yanked her 
back. Lydia screamed and struggled and tried to kick at him, to bite or 
claw or punch or anything. Tim’s fist impacted her head, and she 
crumpled to the ground. 

Dazed, she put her hand to her head and let out a groan. 

“Like I said...sorry.” 

A hand twisted in her shirt and pulled her back up to standing. She 
was being pushed forward, and she shoved Tim off her. She tried to 


run, but it was too late. A massive hand closed around her upper arm. 

“No, please—” she begged, looking up at Edu. “Please. I haven’t 
done anything!” 

“This is not your fault,” Ylena said gently from where she stood. 
“Please know he takes no pleasure in what must be done. But you are 
a threat to this world.” 

“No, Pm not! I’m just a stupid—I don’t even belong here!” Tears 
were rolling down her cheeks, unchecked. She didn’t care. “Please, I 
don’t...I don’t want to die.” 

“He promises he will make it quick. He prays your soul will rejoin 
your people. That you may find peace,” Ylena said, trying to sound 
gentle and reassuring. It didn’t do any good. 

Edu’s other hand settled over her heart, and Lydia sobbed. There 
was no point in struggling, but she couldn’t help but try. She couldn’t 
help but yank against the hand that had hold of her. He shifted, 
wrapping his arm around her to keep her still. If Aon was inescapable, 
this man was a vise. “Please, I don’t understand!” 

“Master Edu is sorry. He hopes your soul will forgive him. But he 
does this for Under and for the people he serves.” 

“Wait!” 

Power crackled between his fingers like lightning, crimson and 
dangerous arcs of electricity. It ran into her, and she felt as though she 
had been plugged into a wall socket. Her words gagged off in pain. 
No, it was more than the word pain could do justice. It hurt badly 
enough that she couldn’t even scream. She would have collapsed if 
Edu hadn’t been holding her. 

Tick. 

When it ended, when the electricity finally stopped, something else 
went away with the pain. Something else was missing, now that the 
agony had ceased. There was a deafening silence in her ears. The great 
absence of something she had always heard, every day of her life. In 
the lack of it, there was a gaping, empty hole. 

Tock. 

Edu had stopped her heart. Lydia had to look down to make sure he 
hadn’t torn it out...but no. Just five burned fingerprints. A second 
ticked on like agony, as she felt a cold sweat form on her body. 

Tick. 

Lydia looked up at Edu, wide-eyed and breathless, begging for him 
to make it stop. 

Tock. 

Oh god, this was too much. This was simply...wrong. It hurt, it 
burned, it ached and froze her all at once. 

Tick. 

Lydia shivered, and everything felt cold. Cold was what won over 


her mind. And it was going to send everything else into the depths of 
the Arctic with it. She could no longer stand, and Edu knelt on the 
cobblestones and laid her down upon them. 

Tock. 

She could taste blood on her lips. She coughed, and she felt the 
ooze clog her throat. She rolled onto her side, and her body heaved, 
trying to clear her lungs of what had no business being there. 
Coppery, bitter, and thick. 

Oh god, please, please make it stop... 

Tick. 

The shock was starting to take over. Lydia’s eyes rolled back into 
her head, as nothingness thankfully came forward to claim her. This 
wasn’t merely the darkness that had come before in the lake of blood. 
This was the hand outstretched. The voice calling her away to safer 
shores. This was death that came for her. 

Tock. 


Epilogue 


At first, he thought it must be another hallucination. 

At first, he swore it must be his ever-failing mind. 

To have it be anything else would spell wrack and ruin for this 
cursed world. For if it were true, what lay on the stones before him, 
he would burn this wretched kingdom to the ground. 

As the moments dragged on, the corpse upon the cobblestone street 
still did not vanish into the echoes of his psyche. The uneven stones of 
the road were shining a wet crimson in the blood that pooled from her 
lips. Her eyes, once bright and flashing, were dull and lifeless. They 
stared unseeing at the empty abyss of the skies above her. 

Aon dared not move. Dared not even breathe. For what ran through 
his mind could not allow for anything else. 

Traitors. Mutineers. 

She was harmless. She had no power. No secret lying within her. 

No gifts were hers that were not those earned by her own soul. 

The only reason to bring her demise would be to hurt him. An act of 
spite, nothing more! 

How could they know? He had not even spoken the truth of it to himself 
in the privacy of his own mind. 

Would you have come to feel the same? 

There is more at work here. 

Aon lifted his daggered prosthetic to his chest and pressed the 
sharp blades through the fabric and into flesh. He hissed in pain, 
though he welcomed it. He dug deeper, feeling the needle-sharp talons 
cleave through skin like butter. He could feel the blood dampen his 
shirt. It joined the stains left by the arrows from the fray. He cared 
not. 

His attempt to use pain to banish the illusionary corpse did not 
work. 

When Aon pulled his claws out of his chest, the wounds had 
already begun to heal. He had been standing here for quite some time 


—hours, perhaps—frozen in this moment of weakness. 

His encroaching illness had been so quiet as of late. Little did the 
girl realize what benefit she brought him in such regard. It had been 
centuries since he had felt so lucid in his thoughts. Now, the shattered 
mirror of his soul was left to fracture and split apart once again. 

If this was no ghastly vision before him, what was it? Was she 
genuinely dead, his little mortal creature, here on the ground before 
him? How could it be? He had forced Edu into retreat. 

But that was a lie. A farce. Aon knew it as clear as day, the moment 
the fight began. The thing that stood against him was not Edu. A good 
enough imitation to fool anyone, perhaps. Anyone except he who 
welcomed the second stolen into this world like family, as Aon had. 
He, who had spent over five thousand years hating the King of Flames. 
He, who had stood against him time and time again upon the 
battlefield. It was Aon, then, who would know the warrior for all he 
was. 

Each of the outcomes had already spun themselves out in his mind, 
following the silk thread like so many of Vjo’s webs. Aon knew 
already what had transpired. 

Traitors. Mutineers. 

Kamira. Only one shifter knew the Red King’s mannerisms well 
enough to play such a frighteningly dangerous game against him. Only 
one woman would dare oppose Aon so. Only one woman had the skill 
to take that form. 

It meant the Priest was complicit. Lyon, his oldest friend in this 
world. Or, at least, he had once been in days gone by. The High Priest 
who had cast away his lordship to wed the shifter could never bring 
himself to forgive Aon his great impositions on justice and dignity of 
the heart. 

Even Lyon would not have taken such rash action without the 
support of others. It meant, therefore, they were all complicit in this 
act. With Lyon, the House of Blood was represented well enough. It 
followed naturally that Maverick and Ziza had a hand to play in this 
as well. 

She was harmless...She had no power. No secret lying within her. 

But the great question remained. Why? Why destroy the girl? Why, 
if not to cause Aon pain? Was this finally recompense for what Aon 
had done to Ziza that shattered Edu’s heart, so many years past? 

Edu had gone to great lengths to kill Lydia out from under Aon’s 
protection. Ambushing him, injuring him so he could not save her. 
Aon cursed himself for his weakness. He had become beguiled by the 
girl’s exploration of his cursed world and had allowed his guard to 
drop. 

The blood on his metal prosthetic was already becoming thick with 


time. A perverse gradient of his plasma ran in reverse order from fresh 
to coagulated. He had been standing here for quite some time, indeed. 
He could heal with abnormal speed, but that would not have any 
effect upon that which he had already spilled. 

His was not the only blood left drying. The flecks upon Lydia’s lips 
were already a dark tone, set upon flesh that had been such an 
alluring tint like roses, already beset by an unnatural and unwelcome 
blue cast. 

No gifts were hers that were not those earned by her own soul. 

Oh, Lydia. He finally stepped toward the girl. 

The heels of his wingtip shoes were the only sound in the city 
square as he walked toward where she lay, placed there by he who 
killed her. The wounds upon her chest were clear enough markings of 
who had done the deed. Five burn marks, like fingertips, charred into 
the fabric of her shirt. 

Edu would have been the one to perform the act. The “noble king” 
would have seen it as his burden to murder the innocent girl. Streaks 
of dark eyeliner were the only proof that she had cried before she fell. 
The only evidence that she might have fought her attacker. 

Lydia would have fought. Her only power was in her strength of 
will. 

The young human who had been rejected by the Ancients. The only 
one to enter the pool and to return a mortal yet. The indomitable soul 
who had attempted, nay, successfully escaped from Edu. She had 
taken to uncertainty and hardship with a strength that would leave 
many of those lords and ladies of this realm of nightmares left 
wanting and embarrassed. 

The only reason to bring her demise would be to hurt him. This was an 
act of spite, nothing more! 

It was about their hatred for him, Aon knew. That was the only 
possible answer as to why they had done it. Lydia was merely a 
casualty in their long-standing and traitorous grudge against him. 
Could they not see that Aon wished to save this world? That he 
desired to set right what he had done? 

Something felt wrong to him still. Was this merely about paying 
him insult? Was it their anger that he might find solace in the 
company of another that had led them to this? 

No. Aon dismissed the idea that they might have taken her life 
because he had chosen to have Lydia for his own. That was far too 
petty and childish, even for a puerile simpleton like Edu. 

Not unless Lydia’s value to Aon was far more than that of a mere 
consort. 

How could they know? He had not even spoken the truth of it to himself 
in the privacy of his own mind. 


A deep sense of horror pooled in him. That moment of adrenaline 
of being caught in a lie. How could it be? No. No one in this world 
knew of what he felt for Lydia or of what she truly meant to him. He 
had not even entertained the idea in his own mind, let alone out loud. 
Lydia herself remained ignorant, let alone Edu. 

Aon knelt beside her, dropping to one knee, and reached his gloved 
hand down to gently shut her unseeing eyes. He ran the pad of his 
thumb carefully across her lips, wiping from them the remains of 
dried blood. 

He reached around her neck and carefully pulled from her the glass 
chrysalis she had been gifted by the idiot merchant in the market. The 
little false firefly inside blissfully blinked away, content and oblivious 
in its mindless existence to the tragedy to which it stood witness. 

Aon slipped the chain around his own neck and took a moment to 
examine the tiny, runtish orb of magic. The merchant who made it 
insisted they had moods. Personalities. It was only content when it 
was alone, the merchant had claimed. Happy only when it was 
secluded and away from the others. 

How lovely it would be to pretend the little ball of magic in the 
case had a soul or a mind. Even enough to pretend it was an insect. 
Aon knew better. He knew quite well the futility of such a belief. Even 
if he too wished nothing more than to pretend. 

The false insect would be a fitting reminder of the girl’s death. A 
reminder of the futility of hope and that he would always be alone. He 
tucked the pendant beneath his shirt. 

Reaching down his clawed gauntlet, he stroked the girl’s hair away 
from her face gently. Lydia had been, and died as such, the only soul 
in this world who had not been a hapless toy of the Ancients. 

Even Aon himself, in his hatred for them, served them. Knew their 
superiority without question and wielded their power as his own. The 
dreams of the burning and blistering sun haunted him. The feeling of 
sand stinging and biting into the fresh wounds upon his back still 
woke him from his dreams. With all of what they had brought him, 
the pain and suffering of what may have become tens of thousands of 
years as their so-called favorite son, he would always be theirs. 

Lydia was not. 

Lydia belonged to no one but herself. 

Free of the confluence that swirled unseen within this dying world, 
she could see and judge all as she would choose. She did not kneel 
before Aon as king because he was declared so. She did not bow to 
Edu’s judgment of execution because the Ancients deemed him 
righteous. 

Lydia lived and died her own. It was that clarity of vision that Aon 
had cherished so keenly. It was for that reason he found her like a 


lake of calm water in the raging inferno of his mind. For with her, no 
influence could be wrought. No strings of fate or silent compulsion led 
her along. 

May the Ancients lay damned in their prison until this world ceased 
to be. 

For Aon had loved her. 

When she stood from the ground after being tossed from that horse 
in the woods, when she stood against all that had been levied upon 
her, he wanted her. When she offered him nothing but contempt, he 
adored her. When she feared him and desired him all the same, he 
hungered for her. When she held such compassion for him, he was 
transfixed. 

But when he had first laid eyes upon her, in his dreams as she 
reached to touch his mask as he lay in his crypt, his heart was already 
hers. 

Would you have come to feel the same? 

Aon would never know. For now, she lay dead. 

Such a waste. Such a shame that Aon would destroy every last one 
of those traitors for this meretricious act of barbarism. 

Aon had loved Lydia. He was not the heartless, soulless monster 
that many believed. It was easier to think such things, and often he 
found shelter in their condemnations. Yes, he was a beast. He was a 
cretin, a gargoyle, a fiend. A worthless tyrant whose sins had damned 
this universe to a fate worse than death. 

Was that why Edu had killed Lydia? To take from him what Aon 
had stolen from the warrior so many years ago? How could Edu have 
known words he had not spoken to himself until this very moment? 
How could he have divined the truth that now twisted like a dagger 
inside his stomach? 

There is more at work here. 

Aon lifted the young girl into his arms. Lifeless and limp, she was 
nothing more than flesh and bone. He would take her back to the 
Ancients. For they saw fit to set her down this path, he would ensure 
they kept the proof of their work. 

The secret to Edu’s motives revolved around Lyon. Not perhaps for 
his involvement in engineering the scheme, but for his consent. If the 
bleeding-hearted Priest were to condemn this poor child to death, it 
meant he felt it was for some great cause. Or at least, the perception 
of one. 

Was Edu truly so foolish as to think the girl had beating within her 
heart some great mystery that might unhinge this world? Could he not 
see her for what she was? 

She had been harmless. 


Lyon sensed the dark presence the moment before it arrived. He 
knew the great King in Black was now within the Cathedral. He 
bowed his head in prayer where he knelt at the edge of the Pool of the 
Ancients, the great and glowing lake of blood that was their source of 
power and life. Lyon did not pray to their altar tonight. He wished to 
hope the Ancients would hear his prayers far louder and joined them 
at their prison. 

If Aon had come here, it meant the deed was done. 

Forgive us, child, Lyon begged her soul, wherever it may be. He 
hoped she had crossed the barrier to her own manner of an afterlife. 

Footsteps behind Lyon sent him up from his knees. As he turned, he 
froze. There stood Aon at the top of the landing to the platform. He 
was not alone. He carried in his arms the limp form of the young girl. 
Hours had passed since Edu had gone to finish that which he had been 
set upon since Lydia had been rejected by the Ancients themselves. 
Now, Aon brought her here to bury her as though she were one of 
them. 

“Leave us.” Aon’s voice was unreadable. 

“My king...” Lyon bowed his head. 

“Go and be with your wife. For come the morrow, this world will 
end.” 

Lyon looked up, eyes wide. “You cannot be serious, my lord.” 

Aon laughed cruelly and laid the girl down on the altar in the 
center of the platform. “Tell me, my friend, chosen High Priest of the 
Ancients, what spurious vision did the Oracle have that sent you all 
upon this path to self-destruction?” 

Lyon gritted his teeth. Of course, the warlock would come to such a 
correct conclusion. Aon’s mind, while broken, was still faster and far 
more intelligent than any other. 

“What did Ziza tell you?” Aon repeated, stepping around the dais to 
face down the Priest. “Did she tell you I was bent on destroying this 
world?” His temper snapped. “Our world is already dying, you fool! I 
was merely seeking to save it!” 

“Save it how, Master Aon? By rebuilding it in your image?” 

Aon roared in rage, and Lyon found himself upon the ground. A 
metal fist had struck him there. His face bloomed in pain, but he 
ignored it. 

“How dare you! At least I do not stand idle or sleep in my crypt 
until the end of days like the others. But that was not what I asked 
you. There upon that dais lies a soul whose heart did not deserve to be 
set ablaze in her chest. Lydia is dead. I demand you tell me why!” 

“In a vision, Ziza saw her death. She said to save this world, her life 


must end.” 

“You killed her for you feared what secret she might hold? Lydia 
had no power! No gifts! Do you not think I would not have discovered 
them already?” 

“We feared you had.” 

“Feared! You had no proof. Is this a human inquisition now? 
Looking for enemies where they do not exist. Not once did you idiots 
come to ask me!” 

“You would have lied.” Lyon pushed himself back up to standing. 

“Is that what you think? When was the last time you have simply 
asked me a question, Priest? Do you know why I never told anyone 
the nature of my research? Not a single one of you inquired over it. 
All of you wish so desperately for me to play the villain. So be it. All 
of you stand idly by, waiting for death like bloated, empty corpses. I 
seek to save us, and you kill the girl out of spite for me!” Aon punched 
his fist into the altar, and Lyon heard the stone crack underneath his 
fist. 

“Her death troubles you deeply. You come to bury her personally. 
Why? What has she become to you?” 

Aon hung his head, his shoulders tense. Hands gripped the edge of 
the dais and clenched hard enough he heard the leather of his glove 
creak. “Begone.” 

“My lord, if we are all to be condemned to die for this act, I too 
would know why.” 

A hand twisting in his collar dragged him down to his knees. Lyon 
grunted in pain as the warlock had moved faster than even Lyon could 
perceive. His metal claw had gripped his shirt and held him there. 

“It is in memory of the friendship we once shared that I will answer 
you thusly. I have decided after long efforts...this world is no longer 
worth saving. And if it is to be destroyed, then I shall not see it wither 
into indignancy. I shall see it burn.” 

Lyon was hurled to the ground once more, and he quickly stood 
back up. Fear pulled at him, for he knew the dread king meant every 
word. 

“Now go,” Aon hissed. “Warn the others. Tell them to muster their 
armies and try to stop me.” Aon stalked toward him slowly, forcing 
Lyon to retreat. “For millennia I have had to listen to you all whimper 
and whine like children about how I seek to destroy this world. Heed 
me now, Priest, and know that you have not once seen me try.” 

Lyon disappeared into an explosion of white bats. He would no 
longer seek to temper the man in his rage, for it was a hopeless 
endeavor. Aon was grieving deeply, such as Lyon had never seen, and 
it could only mean one thing. It was then that he knew whose sorrow 
Ziza had seen in her vision of Lydia, dead upon the stones. The agony 


had belonged to the warlock. 
Aon had loved the girl. 
What have we done? 


Once that insufferable man was gone, Aon let out a wavering 
breath. Off he would scamper like a white rat to his allies and tell 
them of what Aon intended. It did not matter. They could not stop 
him from razing what was left of Under back to the dust and sand 
from which it came. 

Aon returned to the dais and looked down at the body of the girl. In 
death, all were taken back to the Pool of the Ancients from which they 
were reborn. She was not of their kind, yet the Ancients were to blame 
for her all the same. It seemed only right. 

Reaching up, Aon grasped his metal mask with his hand and pulled 
it from his face. It felt more foreign without it than with. The slab of 
metal was his face now. He recognized it better than his own flesh and 
blood in the mirror. 

He held it before him and contemplated it for the first time in 
centuries. To be so shrouded was a benefit. None could read his 
features for clues as to what might lurk inside his mind. It was his 
own creation. Aon had sculpted it himself to create a blank and empty 
visage for none to penetrate. 

Kiss me once, and I will. 

That had been Lydia’s game to him, the challenge she placed before 
him to finally win her. Of course, his love would not be seduced by 
typical means. Of course, she would not give in to her desires without 
some tremendous and insurmountable circumstance. 

Somewhere in Aon’s gaping hole of a heart, he wondered if Lydia 
had also just wished to kiss him. 

Fool, he chided himself. Such sentiment is wasted now. 

Setting his metal mask down upon the altar, Aon heard it clink 
against the stone. He would answer her dare one last time. Her lips 
were cold, not warm and soft as he would choose to remember them. 

When he retreated, there was dampness on her cheek. It took him a 
long moment to realize they were his own tears. Since when had he 
been crying? Since when had he been once more capable of such 
things? 

One last time, he would go before the Ancients. Aon lifted Lydia 
into his arms and walked to the edge of the pool. The stairs that 
descended into the pit went down beneath the liquid into the chasm 
filled with blood. The stairs that he had carved with his own hands, so 
many thousands of years ago. 


Aon could not remember much of his days as their mindless slave. 
Only the biting pain, the burning and blistering sun that sank beneath 
the horizon as they sank beneath the waves, both never to rise again. 
He could remember the cruelty that made his own pale in comparison. 
How the Ancients delighted in his suffering. They would pay him 
kindness only to magnify his fall back into misery when it was taken 
away. 

“Is that why you gave Lydia to me?” Aon asked the carved visages 
where they poured the red and glowing liquid into the lake. “One last 
time before this world ended, you wished for me to suffer? Very well. 
You shall have it.” 

Aon took a breath and realized he was still crying. It did not 
matter. The Ancients had seen him weep before. He was a child to 
them, after all. He took a step into the blood, not caring for his shoes 
or his clothing. Down and up to his thighs, he descended the stairs. 
“You took her from Earth for that reason alone. Etching that mark 
upon her arm, you had her fetched here, knowing all this would 
occur. Your capacity for callousness is astonishing to me, even now. 
Even on the verge of the death of this world, you find time to have 
your revenge.” 

That was why they had given Ziza such a false vision that Lydia 
must die to save the world. It was a lie, nothing more. For the images 
of the future, of Fate, came from the Ancients themselves. She did not 
see anything they did not wish her to know. And they had demanded 
Lydia’s life for one simple reason: to hurt him. For they knew Aon 
would come to love her as he had. They would not allow him to have 
the one thing he had always desired. 

For that day so long ago when he had taken Qta’s life, he had 
demanded Qta make for him a queen. He had demanded he build 
someone to love him. Qta refused, and Aon murdered him in his rage. 

In the desire to love, and more importantly, to be loved, he had 
destroyed the world. 

Now, on the eve of their destruction, they taunted him with hope, 
only to dash it away upon the cobblestones. They chose to mock him 
with that he could never have. 

Touché. 

“Take her now, for you would not have her then.” Aon took a step 
deeper into the water, sank now up to his waist, and lowered the girl 
into the pool. Lydia’s body was pulled from his grasp by unseen 
hands, their power dragging her down into the chasm. 

Aon climbed from the liquid and returned to the altar, putting the 
metal mask back on his face. There was comfort in it. He could bury 
his sorrow there. He could hide it all. He turned to look back at the 
pool for one last time. 


“Know that I will be the death that will rain down upon all you 
have made.” 


“Will you live, or die? 

For what will you wish? 

You have suffered, Our Child. You have done well. 
For that reason, your path will be your own. 

We will always let you choose. 

That is Our promise to you. 

That is Our vow.” 


*** Sneak Peek*** 


Queen of Dreams 


The Masks of Under 
Book Three 


Chapter One 


Lydia was dreaming. 

Or was she dead? Was there even a difference now? 

I don’t want to die. 

What was a person, really, when it came down to it? What did it 
mean, the sense of self? What defined a person? The limits of their 
mind? Their soul? Voices rang in her head, each speaking over the 
other, demanding she choose. Choose now! Choose what? 

Please, don’t let this happen... 

Where did we begin and end with ourselves? What created that endless 
list of ones and zeroes that became an individual? Were we only a product 
of our memories? A collective string of choices that turned us into who we 
were? Or was it defined earlier on, at the moment of our birth? Were we 
steel tempered by our lives, or were we a whisper of smoke, given form 
instead? 

Or was it not about lives lived at all? Were we merely what we chose to 
do in those bare few moments where we were not given the option to think? 
Where instinct alone may rule? In the split second that primal rule took 
hold, was that truly the judge of who a soul may be? 

Questions crashed through her mind, a million at once, tangling 
with memories. Over it all, she heard the voices demanding she 
choose. 

Choose now. 

A soldier in the trenches, sweat mixing with blood and rain alike, 
was soaked in the ever-present mud around him. Who thought digging 
ditches and fighting in them was ever a goddamn good idea? 

A flash of a memory that was not hers. Or was it? It was so hard to 
tell where things began and ended. Where she started and stopped. 

An object, no bigger than his fist, fell in the mud next to him with a 
thick plop. There was shouting and panic and the scramble to save 
their own lives. The scamper of limbs as men tried to escape what 
should honestly have no business being so dangerous, it was so small. 


They had no chance to get away. 

In that moment of instinct, did you save your life or others? Did you 
leap upon that grenade, or use their bodies to climb to safety? 

The swerve of a car. That hair’s breadth to avoid the vehicle in front of 
you. Instinct. Reaction. Primal desires. Was that what defined us? Was 
that what we were when boiled down to nothing? That made us who we 
were? 

To live or die. 

To be, or not to be, wasn’t that the age-old question? 

Dying was simpler. Easier. Hamlet said it himself. And he wasn’t 
wrong. Her situation might be different, but the question was the 
same. Live or die, knowing accepting death would spare herself more 
pain and suffering. 

Voices rang out in her mind, deafening and wrong. Whispers as 
much as they were shouting, filling her very soul with their presence. 
Seven voices, speaking in turn. Each ghastly and horrible. 


“You will suffer, Child. You will die. 

Once more and again, as all must do. 

What will you decide? 

Do you wish to live, or to die, knowing what waits for you? 
For He waits for you. Our Favorite Son. His heart is yours. 
His love will bring you nothing but pain. 

It is your choice to make. It will always be.” 


Fire licked up her flesh, turning her skin black. Her nerves were 
dead, and now she could only watch as the fire curled up her skin that 
darkened, bubbled, and flaked away. The roar of the inferno around 
her had taken the air from her lungs, and as darkness took her, she 
could only pray for her soul and the souls of those who did this. 

These weren’t her memories! The voices were doing this. Why? 

It is the decision they’re giving you. You must choose to live or 
die. 

A rope tangled around her neck as the men pulled the chair out 
from under her. She spasmed as she was denied the quick drop of a 
hanging and instead felt her throat crushed against the cinch of the 
biting hemp against her flesh. Her eyes bulged as they screamed at 
her. 

Pain like this and more will wait for you. 

Tied to the tree. Her hands were tied to the tree. Oh god. No, please! 
Struggling, she screamed in pain as she realized her legs wouldn’t 
move. They hurt. 

Looking down, she screamed again as she saw why. A man was 
hunched over her, sawing away at her skin with a serrated army knife. 


Blood soaked his hands, his clothes, his face, as he sliced off a piece of 
her skin and...and ate it. Slurped it between bloody lips, savoring it 
like the finest delicacy. He moaned in pleasure as he wiped her blood 
along his lips, returning for more. 

He looked at her, mad eyes wide with glee as the knife suddenly 
entered her throat. 

Seen enough? 

Whose memories were those? Not hers. She hadn’t died like that. 
She had died with a man’s hand burning holes in her heart. Setting 
her blood on fire in her chest. 

Decide. Now. 

In that split second, she had her answer. 

Her hand pressed against a stone surface. Crawling. On her 
stomach, if she had to. It was the first real sensation she’d had. Water 
was in her lungs. She had to climb out. She had to. There wasn’t a 
choice to be made. In that moment of primal instinct, she wished to 
live. 

She was already dead, though. Wasn’t she? 

Pressing herself up onto her hands and knees, she felt the water 
pour off her. She hacked and coughed, retched and finally felt air fill 
her lungs. Oh, that felt like heaven. She wheezed, trying to fill her 
burning body with more of that blessed and vastly underrated 
substance. 

At this rate, she might as well learn to breathe water, with the 
sheer number of times she’d been nearly drowned lately. 

Funny. Pll work on that. 

Who was that speaking? What had just happened to her? Had Edu 
messed up? Had he not managed to kill her, and Aon saved her in the 
last minute? 

No. She had been dead. She knew it. Just simply felt it to the core 
of her body. Was she even alive now? What happened? 

Lydia rose a shaking hand to her face and placed her palm against 
her cheek. Tried to rub her eyes. Something blocked her path. 
Something hard and strange. She ripped it from her face and for the 
first time opened her eyes. 

She was kneeling on a stone floor in a dark room. The air was wet 
and damp like a cave. 

In her lap was a full mask, made of bits of stone, glued together in 
a mosaic. It was grotesque and made to terrify. It looked almost Aztec, 
but twisted in a nightmare, arranged into the face of a feathered 
snake. 

It was made of turquoise. 

“No!” Lydia hurled the mask away from herself. She watched it sail 
into the waters of a pool of glowing crimson liquid, over which 


loomed the carved faces of demons and monsters. She watched the 
mask splash into the surface and sink beneath the ripples it created. 
“No...no, that’s not me! That will never be me...” 

She was back here at the Pool of the Ancients, looking up at that 
waterfall, at that glowing red liquid like blood pouring from the 
enormous stone faces and from their eyes and mouths. 

Pulling in a shaky, wavering breath, Lydia did the only thing she 
could think of that made any sense. 

Lydia screamed. 
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